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“Hey, the guy’s gotta eat. He’s probably standing in 
line down at Pink’s.” She set her purse on top of the 
typewriter and snapped it shut. “I think everybody’s 
going downstairs—diat place with the salads. You 
coming along?” 

Sarah shook her head. “I got here late this morning. 
I’m going to work through so I can leave on time.” 

Alone, she gazed at the telephone for a moment 
before slipping the dictation headset back on and 
swiveling her chair aroimd to the typewriter. She hadn’t 
even known what she wanted to say to him. Maybe just 
hello, she thought, are you all right, are you still with 
us? . , , 

That morning, dragging herself out of the few frayed- 
edge hours of sleep she’d managed to get after Dave had 
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come home and they’d finished talking about aliat had 
happened, she’d debated with herself about whether to 
go in to work or not. She’d wanted to stay there with 
him, but he’d had that look when they were talking. 
Gazing over hor head at the walls, vision fixed on some 
point beyond ho*, dragging a private world around with 
himself which she couldn’t enter. He came out of there, 
back into the worid where she stood, sooner if she left 
him alone—she knew that from all the times before 
when she’d been talking to him and realized that the 
words she got back were painted on a wall. 

I wonder what it’s like in there. Dee got the same 
look, too, sometimes, just for brief moments. Like 
father, like daughten carrying their secret thoughts 
around in little dark sacks hanging near their hearts. 
Even whoi you could guess what was inside—losing 
Dee, all this mess with psychiatrists and lawyers, what 
to do, what had already been done that should never 
have been—you stUl didn’t know everything in there. 
You just waited for it to be shut away again, with him 
on the same side of the wall as you. And hope that it 
never happened, that the waU would seal shut for good 
with him on the other side, so that you’d have to live 
with those eyes that didn’t see you for the rest of your 
life. 

She switched on the dictation machine and listened to 
the letter winding-off the tape. The time would crawl by 
eventually, if she just worked and didn’t think. 

The parking lot of Rawling Graphics was empty when 
Braemer pulled into it. He glanced at his watch. Just 
after twelve, everyone out to lunch. 

He let himself in and strode down the hallway to his 
own cubicle. In the top drawer of the desk beside his 
drafting table was the bankbook he’d kept here, where 
Sarah wouldn’t find it. A savings account, left over 
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from the days before they’d moved in together—he 
hadn’t told her about it, with vague notions of building 
it up bit by bit. and surprising her with something nice 
and more expensive than she’d flgure they could afford, 
some big gold bracelet like an ingot with a wrist hole 
drilled through. That had been the idea. Now he had 
other uses for the money. 

Straightening up, he slid the drawer shut and riffled 
through the bankbook to the total. Six hundred and 
fifty dollars. Not very goddamn much, he thought, 
scraping the page edges under his thumb. It would go a 
little ways, but not v^ far. Plus there was a couple of 
hundred dollars he could take out of the checking 
account without leaving Sarah flat broke. It would have 
to do. He slipped the bankbook into his pocket and 
turned toward the door. 

“Hello, David.’* RawUng was standing there, 
shoulder against the door frame, watching him. With 
his sleeves rolled, his arms were folded across his 
rumpled shirt front. “I was kind of hoping that you’d 
show up.’’ 

Braemer met the other’s gaze< **Wdl, I really just 
came by to pick up a few things. I’m afraid I’m not 
going to be coming in . .. for quite a while. Sorry to 
spring it on you like that.” 

Rawling shrugged. **I kind of figured as much. Sarah 
called me this morning, to let me know that you mi^t 
be late today. She told me about some of the stuff that’s 
happened, what’s-his-name taking Dee and all. She 
thought you’d want me to know about it.” 

“Yeah, well_I’m going to be busy with the lawyer 

and everything, getting ready for the custody hearing, 
stuff like that. So I don’t want you to be counting on me 
for anything, when I’m not going to have much time for 
working on stuff.” 

“You’re gonna get ready for a custody hearing by 
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quitting your job? Come on, David. Don’t bullshit 
me.” 

Braemer said nothing, fingering the bankbook in his 
pocket. 

“We’ve been friends for a while,” said Rawling. “I 
know a little bit of what goes on in your mind.” 

“Do you?” Braemer scanned the other’s weary- 
looking face. “And just what is it you think I’m going 
to do,then?” 

“Probably what I’d do if I were you. Maybe what I 
should have done a couple of times. Just get your kid 
and take off where they can’t And you.” 

Braemer nodded. Even that solution was from the 
other world, where there weren’t people you’d nevo- 
seen before handing you big black gtms with instruc¬ 
tions on killing your ex-wife. He felt saddened by the 
distance that had fallen between him and Rawling. The 
center pin of thdr friendship had eroded away: they 
were no longer both brothers in that dreary troop, men 
and women alike, who shouldered the wreckage of their 
marriages, and went on paying the bills and taking care 
of the kids and doing every other sane, sensible thing 
expected of them. Looking at him, Braemer could see 
that Rawling wasn’t far away from the usual door off 
the treadmill, the one you go through and then all bills 
are paid out of the estate and the life insurance you 
leave behind, if any. 

He wished he could take Rawling out to the car, open 
the trunk, show him the gun, and invite him into this 
clean, thin-aired world that had come spiraling out of 
Pedersen’s mad eyes for him. But he knew it was 
already too late. 

Instead, Braemer glanced out the window, then back 
to Rawling. “Maybe so,” he said. “It’s probably not a 
good idea for me to tell you exactly what I’m planning 
on doing.” 
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“No, I don’t suppose so. I’m not very good at lying 
to people, especially the police, when they come around 
asking me things. Though I understand some stuff just 
isn’t looked into very hard.’’ Rawling nodded his head 
toward the other end of the hallway. “Why don’t you 
come on back to my office. I’ve got something for 
you.’’ 

Behind his own desk, Rawling pulled out the 
company checkbook. “This is for your last week and a 
half here,’’ he said, scrawling across one of the blanks. 
He tore it out and handed it across the desk to Braemer. 
“Plus a month’s advance.’* 

He looked at the check, then back up. “You don’t 
have to do that.” 

“What the hell. You’re going to need it, and I can 
afford it. I’ll cut a few expenses by letting that jerk 
Stennis go—he hasn’t been doing anything around here, 
anyway. Besides, you might be back.” 

“I might not. Not for a long time.” 

“Eh, so send it back to me when you can. Or don’t. It 
doesn’t matter.” Rawling flipped the checkbook shut. 
“I’ll call over to the bank to make sure you don’t have 
any problem cashing it.” 

They shook hands at the building’s door. “Going to 
need any help?” asked Rawling. “I mean, other than 
cash.” 

Braemer smiled. “No,” he said. “I’ve pretty much 
got my plans made.” The gun still waited, tucked in the 
car’s trunk. 

“Okay, then. See you around.” He turned and went 
back inside. 

For a few seconds Braemer watched the round- 
shouldered figure trudge through the lobby. Then he 
pushed open the door and headed for his car. 

Carol heard the sound of an engine turning into the 
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driveway. With a relief that eased across her shoulders, 
she recognized it as Jess’s pickup truck. She set the pan 
back down in the sink, then stepped out the back door 
as she wiped her hands on the dish towel. 

Jess had parked the truck under the tree where he 
usually worked on it. As the engine rattled, cooling, he 
stood with one foot up on the sill, digging behind the 
seat for his toolbox. “Hi,” he said, glancing over his 
shoulder. His pallid face shone with sweat, skin stretch¬ 
ed tight over the bones beneath. “Where’s Dee?” 

“She’s upstairs. Taking a nap, 1 think.” The dish 
towel twisted into a knot in her hands. “Jesus Christ, 
I’ve been worried—where did you go?” 

He unlatched the hood and lifted it open. “I had a 
few things to take care of.” His glasses flashed sunlight 
across the engine. 

“What if David had showed up again?” 

“That chickenshit? Not likely,” he said, snapping a 
socket onto a wrench. 

“But what if he had? What would you have expected 
me to do?” 

“Hit him. He’ll fold.” Jess turned away and leaned 
over the engine. “Come on, I can’t hang around here all 
day and night like some kind of bodyguard.” 

“Great,” snapped Carol. “I hope you’re ready for it 
when you can manage to show up around here, and 
Dee’s gone.” She turned on her heel and headed back to 
the house. 

“I could handle it. Just have to go and get her 
again,” he called after her. 

In the kitchen, she threw the wadded towel on the 
floor. “Shit,” she muttered through clenched teeth. She 
was just one more wrong word away from bursting into 
tears. 

She was also close to wishing that things had been 
allowed to go on the way they were—that Jess had never 
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gone up to Los Angeles in the first place to get Dee, and 
that David had just been allowed to keep her until what> 
ever decision had come out of a custody hearing. The 
fight last night between the two men, what little she had 
seen of it, had frightened her. A mask over the current 
of violence that had lain hidden for years, like a live 
electric cable a shovel’s blade from the ground’s sur¬ 
face, had been scraped away at last. 

All the politeness, all the rationally worked-out 
schedule of weekend visits back and forth, the cups of 
coffee at the kitchen table, had just gone to disguise, 
and not change, the real nature of the saw-edged ropes 
that bound them all together—her, David, Jess, Dee, 
even Renee locked in her decaying sleep upstairs. 

Carol slumped down into a chair at the table and laid 
her head on her folded arms. Even if Renee were to die 
at last—and how she prayed silently, while washing and 
feeding that ragged flesh with the barely recognizable 
face, for that mindless clinging of life to let go—the war 
between David and the memory of her still wouldn’t be 
over. Dee was the child of a marriage that had ground 
out its own life in hate and disgust. It seemed like some¬ 
thing of a miracle to Carol that a child as lovely as Dee 
—and she was lovely: Carol had never seen her in one of 
her ballet classes, but could imagine her intent face, 
small teeth biting her lower lip, reflected in the mirrored 
walls—that such a child could have come from two 
people already warping around their loathing for each 
other. 

(But if it was a miracle, it was one she knew happened 
all the time. Whenever she picked Dee up from school, 
half the children she saw ruiming in the playgrounds, all 
as lovely as Dee, were from homes that had come splin¬ 
tering apart as messily as Dee’s had, this being Southern 
California in the late-twentieth century.) 

All those Sunday evenings when David had brought 
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Dee back here after spending the weekend in Los 
Angeles, when he had then gone up to Renee’s room 
and looked at her comatose body, Carol had had an 
idea of what was going on in his mind. It had been like 
catching a glimpse of some slow-moving animal at the 
bottom of a stagnant pond, barely visible through the 
mud-choked water. To see him from the hallway’s dark¬ 
ness, as he stood inside the room’s doorway, gazing 
with folded arms and lowered chin at the figure on the 
bed, was to see the coarse rope tangled about the two of 
them still drawing blood. She could almost believe that 
Renee was skewered to the bed by the point of his gaze, 
just as if what had happened to her had been the 
working-out of his sharp brooding. 

So that’s why it was always going to come to this, she 
thought. Sooner or later. To pretend that they could 
have gone on forever, shuttling Dee back and forth be¬ 
tween them, from this house to her father’s apartment 
in L.A., that was nonsense. A lie she had known all the 
time she was hoping that it was possible. And all the 
friendly talk and cups of coffee wouldn’t make it true. 

The day would come, had come, pushed forward by 
the point of the knife in a sleepwalking Dee’s hands, 
when David would claim his child all for his own. To the 
victor the spoils. The marriage had come apart like a 
hot-air balloon catching fire, and Renee had not sur¬ 
vived the fall, her skuU cracking open, eggshell on a 
rock, her muddled brain running out into the dust. So 
why shouldn’t he have his own kid? He was the father, 
wasn’t he? And Mom’s out to lunch for good, and not 
coming back? Wasn’t that how it was supposed to go? 

If Jess hadn’t gone and brought Dee back here . . . 
And whose idea had that been? All Carol could remem¬ 
ber was sitting with him at the table after she had talked 
to him on the phone, and Jess’s face darkening while 
she had cried about David keeping Dee up in L.A., then 
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trying to grab Jess’s arm as he stood up, slamming his 
chair away. ... If he hadn’t done that, hadn’t brought 
i:)ee back to the house where she could hold the child 
close to herself, her hands feeling the edges of Dee’s 
shoulderblades through her T-shirt, then she might have 
been able to accept it all. Accept the fact that the 
temporary arrangements were just that, temporary and 
now over, changed for good. Accept that the lie they 
had all been operating under, that they had all agreed 
to, was now fanned away in the air like stale cigarette 
smoke. There wasn’t any Mommy upstairs for Dee to 
come home to after visiting her daddy. Just a corpse 
that had inherited Renee’s name and the last of her 
breaths wheezing through the yellow teeth. 

She might have accepted all that, and not even have 
phoned her own lawyer, the one who had handled her 
mother’s estate, and told him to start getting the 
custody suit ready for court, and just have let David 
have what was ru^tfully his, if she hadn’t been able to 
see Dee, to hold her, and realize that she was Dee’s 
mother now. This was the child she had taken care of, 
more than David, more than anyone else had. And she 
wasn’t going to give up, not now, not ever. 

Maybe that was what Jess had known, had seen 
straight through to, when he’d gotten up from the table, 
driven to Lx>s Angeles, and fetched Dee back. 

Carol closed her eyes, feeling her lashes brush against 
the skin of her forearm. Now she had become part of 
the war she had always watched from a distance. A 
stand-in for her sister. What Renee had given birth to, 
she had inherited—the child and everything that went 
with her. 

The little plastic kitchen timer sitting on the stove 
went off, sending its tinny racket through the kitchen. 
Carol squeezed her eyelids tighter, as if that could shut 
out the sound for just a few seconds. If she didn’t set the 
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timer to remind herself, it was easy to forget about 
going upstairs and taking care of Renee, the twice-daily 
feedings that drained down the nasal tube taped to the 
idiot face, the bathing and turning and dressing of the 
inevitable bedsores, all the little duties that kept the 
body alive and breathing out its whispered secrets. 

I wonder if she knew, thought Carol. The photo 
album she’d dug out of the trunk in the cellar was now 
tucked away in the chest of dtgwers in her own bed¬ 
room. I wonder if everybody knew but me. 

She lifted her head when the timer finally ran down. 
The house was quiet again, except fo the slow, small 
sound from upstairs. 

There was something he had to make sure of first. 

Braemer stood at the rear of the Datsun, the cloth- 
wrapped gun in his hands. He had pulled the car off one 
of the narrow roads that wound through the hills above 
the city, onto a dust-oovered turnout carved out of the 
slope’s rock and loose gravel. On the other side of .the 
road’s asphalt strip, brown scrubby brush fell away to 
the gray-hazed dty at the foot of the hills. 

The turnout was far enough from the city trafflc that 
the silence was broken only by the muted buzzing of 
insects in the dry brush. He would be able to hear 
anyone else coming in time enough to throw the gun 
back into the car. If someone were to hear a shot ringing 
out from the hillside, he would be more likely to blame 
it on a couple of kids farting around with a rifle than on 
a divorced fatho’ getting ready to visit his ex. 

He pulled the cloth from the gun and let the bare 
metal rest on his palm. A few notions ubout guns, 
derived from television and the movies, tangled in his 
head. He had never fired one. 

His thumb pushed a smooth protuberance above the 
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crosshatched grip, and the chambered cylinder swung 
out of the gun, showing the six empty holes. 

From the yellow box he took one of the bullets, shiny 
brass with a dull gray tip like a stylized wasp, and slid it 
into the gun. It fit precisely, one machine part lining up 
with its mate. 

The cylinder clicked back into place. For a few 
seconds he held the gun away from him, feeling the new 
potency in it traveling up his arm like an electric current. 

He turned the gun over, looking for the other catch 
that he knew should be there. He found the small lever 
and pushed it with one finger. The safety release made 
no sound as it moved. A bright red dot that had been 
hidden under it leaped to Braemer’s eyes like a spot of 
blood. 

Now only a tiny motion was needed, a tightening of his 
hand around the cold metal, and the roaring voice he 
had heard in his dream would come rushing out of his 
fist. 

He turned toward the hillside, braced himself, and 
raised the gun. With both hands wrapped around the 
grip, he locked his elbows rigid and inched the trigger 
back. 

The gun twitched in his hands as the hammer snapped 
forward. 

The sound of metal striking metal was lost in the 
noise, sharper and louder than he’d expected, as though 
the air itself had taken a steel-cut edge for a split second. 
It slapped against his ears and faded, ringing, as his 
shoulders caught the force of his outstretched arms 
pulsing back with the squat little engine in his hands. 

A bird flew up out of the brush below the road, its 
wings a flutter of brown against the sky as it beat away 
from the echo trailing from the side of the hill. 

Everything silent once more, Braemer lowered the 
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gun. Somewhere past the gravel slope, the bullet was 
lodged in the dark rocks of the hill’s interior, the heat of 
its firing leaking from the metal into the soil around it. 

He turned the gun around in his hand to look at it. 
Quiet now, but the sharp echo was still in his ears. I 
guess that’ll do, he thought. That’ll do just fine. He 
picked the cloth up from the ground and wrapped it 
around the gun. 

Dee stayed upstairs in her bedroom most of the day. 
She had told her aunt that she wasn’t feeling well, and 
Carol had brought her up a grilled-cheese sandwich and 
milk for lunch, then soup for dinner. 

All through the afternoon she had sat at the window, 
with jeans pulled on below the top of her cotton 
pajamas, watching nothing happen out in the yard and 
the street beyond. Whenever she’d lift her head, one 
side of her face would be red from lying on her arm on 
the windowsill for so long. 

The sandwich had been cold and leathery by the time 
she had gotten around to eating it, but she couldn’t taste 
it anyway. Her mind was on the dream she’d had during 
the night. 

Wasn’t even a dream, she thought, nuzzling her cheek 
against the sleeve’s soft fuzz. Even before she had 
woken up and found the kitchen knife on the floor and 
the pinpoint scratch on her chest, the smell of the forest 
had given it all away. Pine that arched the nostrils open, 
and damp decaying stuff at the trees’ roots, like dust in 
a closet that hadn’t been opened in years. The smells, all 
mixed together so that they tickled and cloyed her nose, 
always came along with her mother’s voice inside her. 

It was all her. Like a TV show she made me see. Dee 
thought. More than just seeing it, the images sliding 
under the lids of her eyes—she had been in it, walking 
through it, fetching the knife and bringing it up here to 
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her own room, pressing the blade’s point below her own 
throat. Like when she tried to make me do that with my 
daddy. Only this time she wasn’t just inside me, she was 
all around me. I was inside her, seeing stuff the way she 
sees it. All dark and . . . 

The memory of seeing her mother, her old mother, 
sitting at the kitchen table and smiling at her—that 
brought a salt sting inside the bridge of her nose, and 
she didn’t know why. The world outside the window 
blurred until she wiped her eyes on her pajama sleeve. 

Better this way, she knew. Part of her still wanted her 
daddy to come and get her, take her back to his apart¬ 
ment far from this house and her mother. The other 
part was still afraid, afraid of the smell of pine and 
damp rot coming into her nostrils when there wasn’t any 
forest around her, afraid of her hands moving when she 
didn’t want them to, afraid of the knife they would pick 
up and what it would do as it dragged her along behind 
it, into the darkened room where her daddy would be 
sleeping. 

Better if she stayed here in the house. Forever, she 
thought, watching dead air flU every street she could see 
from the window. Just stay here with Carol for the rest 
of her life. The two of them would shuffle about in the 
dim light behind the drawn curtains, the house quiet all 
around them, the grass outside growing high against the 
walls until it dried brown, brushing away the cracked 
chips of paint. She would become as old as Carol, and 
Carol even older until she died, and then Dee would be 
the one to slowly climb the stairs, to feed and bathe the 
thing in the bed. 

Because it would never die. She knew that now. That 
was what it wanted. It would go on, shrinking until it 
was nothing but a grinning skull and one clawed Hnger 
digging into the blanket from the withered spine, for¬ 
ever. 
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Forever, thought Dee. A cloudless sky. Thai 
wouldn’t be any more apartment, any more city around 
it fllled with honking, oil-smelling busses and light 
flashing off the mirrored sides of the buildings. No 
more going to dance classes with Sarah—she would miss 
that more than anything. 

She raised her head and looked around the bedroom. 
The house beyond the closed door was all there was, all 
there was going to be from now on. If she listened, 
holding her own breath, she could hear through the 
door the sound of the other breathing, drawing slowly 
all the air in the house, bit by bit, into its throat. 


He wasn't there when Sarah came home. She knew it 
as soon as she stepped inside. She could feel the empti¬ 
ness of the rooms stretching away from her, each fllied 
with silence. 

She slung her purse onto the couch and walked into 
the kitdien. On the countor was a half-empty cup of 
coffee, hours cold. A slip of paper dangled from under 
one of the magnets stuck to the refrigerator door. 

Some things to take care of—FU give you a call 
tonight—Love, D. She sat down at the chair that had 
been left pulled out from the table, the note held loose 
in her hand. 

The few scrauded words filled her with dread. I 
should've stayed here with him, she thought, letting the 
paper flutter to the table top. I shouldn't have left him 
by himsdf. 

There was no telling what “Some things'' meant, or 
what the taking care of them would involve. Worse, she 
had ideas, visions that ran away flrom her grasp: Dave 
getting hurt, or hurting someone else. The story he had 
brought home last night, of being thrown off the Feld 
house porch by that son-of-a-bitch Jess, had scared her. 
She had said nothing about it then, listening to him as 
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they both leaned over untouched cups of coffee. She 
hadn’t wanted him to feel any worse than he had 
already been making himself feel over this scrabbling 
little defeat in some dirty front yard down in San 
Aurelio. 

What she’d wanted was for him to squeeze the last 
drop of poison from under his skin, then go to bed with 
her, where she could wrap her arms around him, just the 
two of them secure in the warmth under the blanket. 
But when she had Imn with him in the dark, she’d 
realized that what was festering in him, and had been 
for a long time, wouldn’t ever be drawn out until he had 
Dee with him for good. 

And that’s what scares me, she thought dismally. A 
dull ache came with admitting it. She was frightened of 
Dee. Not of anything a child might be capable of doing, 
but of what she had already brought into being, this 
wide-eyed craziness that had burst out of the apartment 
and was now racketing about in the streets. It was as if 
Dee hadn’t carried a kitchen knife about in her slee]>- 
walking, but a key. A key that had unlocked the door 
letting out everything that had happened, everything 
that Sarah felt in the hollow of her stomach was stiU 
going to happen. 

She sat at the kitchen table, watching the window 
over the sink grow darker. This was what it was like to 
be afraid of, and for, someone you loved. Not just Dee, 
but Dave as well. The silence he had retreated into, the 
walls behind his eyes, had frightened her as much as 
anything. She didn’t know what he was going to do. 

Maybe nothing, she thought. Maybe nothing at all. 
He’ll just come home in a little bit, after he phones to let 
me know he’s on his way, errands taken care of, and 
that’ll be it. For now. 

She had no appetite, but she started to wonder what 
she could fix for him, something that would stay warm 
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until he got home. If she made something, and it was 
waiting here for him, maybe that would mean he reaUy 
was coming back. 

Braemer sat drinking, an empty beer glass and a half- 
full one on the booth’s table before him. Not to get 
drunk, but just to kill time until it would be late enough 
to start driving down to San Aurelio. The alcohol had 
no effect on him, anyway. It just fell inside and burned 
away. If anything, he was more coldly sober with each 
sip. 

He was in a diffd^t bar, not the one over by Raw- 
ling Graphics, though the space inside was just the 
same. Close, dark, an electric beer sign with a waterfall 
effect rippling over and over on the wall, the television’s 
stark colors glinting off the stemmed glasses racked 
above the bar. He didn’t want anybody from work to 
recognize him, to talk with him. He just wanted to puH 
these hours into his mouth, squeeze them between his 
tongue and palate, then swallow them, until it was time 
to go. 

Tlie gun was wrapped up in its white cloth and sitting 
tucked in the car’s trunk, waiting for him. 

Another swallow, sliding cold down his throat, the 
circle of foam in the glass brushing his lip. Everything in 
his life should have been this clear, this logical. This was 
what it was like to know just what to do. 
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ELEVEN 


The driveway from the street to the Feld house sloped 
enough that Braemer could cut the engine and steer, 
headlights out, down to within several yards of the front 
porch. The tires crunched on the driveway’s gravel, then 
were silent as the car halted. It was well past midnight. 
All the lights in the house were off, except for the one 
upstairs. 

For a moment Braemer looked out at the darkened 
house, his breath and heartbeat the only sounds. He 
reached down to the gun lying on the car’s floor. His 
hand hesitated, fingertips grazing the cold metal, then 
he pushed it underneath the passenger seat. 

If he had been here, in front of the house, that after¬ 
noon, he would have picked up the gun and gone on 
inside with it. But the long drive down from Los 
Angeles, his thoughts rolling ceaselessly against each 
other, had drained—thankfully; like waking from a 
nightmare—Pedersen’s words and their madness from 
him. In their place Rawling’s advice—just get your kid 
nnd take off—had lodged. 



He left the car door open, not wanting the latch'll 
sharp metal click to sound. Stepping up onto the pordi, 
he sorted through the keys on his ring, looking for one! 
in particular. He found it, a spare key to the front door,; 
one that Renee had given him before the marriage hadj 
gone bust. Back then, while her mother had still been 
alive, there had been some worry about the old lady , 
having a heart attack or any other medical emergency' 
while Carol wasn’t around. So Braemer had added the! 
house key to his ring in case he’d been the only one| 
available to take her to the hospital. It had stayed on hial 
ring, unused until now. ^ 

The key turned in the lock, the teeth meshing with the 
tumblers inside. He pushed the door open and stepped 
into the dark front room. Listening, he heard nothing: 
but the slight noise of breathing from upstairs. His 
dream from the night before lay over the room for a 
moment, details matching, except that now there was no! 
gun in his hand. Carefully, he threaded his way amongj 
the dim shapes of furniture toward the staircase. I 
At the foot of the stairs he looked up. The edge of the, 
top step was outlined in the faint light from under the 
one door above. The silence held, none of the stairs 
creaking unden his weight as he mounted. 

In the hallway, he stood, the sound of ragged breath* 
ing from Renee’s body closer to him. The door to her 
room, thread of light at the bottom, was just a few 
strides away. If he’d brought the gun with him, he 
could have been at the side of her bed in a couple of 
seconds, his arm swinging the gun up to the line between 
his eye and the body’s head. 

The gun was down in the car. Right where he’d 
decided to leave it. 

Everything so quiet, everyone sleeping. No one would 
hear him go back downstairs and out to the car, then 
come up here again. It would take a minute, maybe less. 
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He pushed the thought away. He’d already made up 
his mind—for the last time—about what he was going to 
do. 

He turned away from Renee’s door and walked 
quickly down to the other end of the hallway, passing by 
what he knew was Carol’s room. The door at the end 
was Dee’s. The knob turned in his hand, then swung 
away as he looked inside. 

Her bed was by the window, with enough moonlight 
through the curtains for him to make out her form 
curled under the blanket. He stepped to the side of the 
bed and leaned down close to her. 

“Dee,” he whispered. “Wake up. It’s me, it’s your 
daddy.” 

Her eyelids fluttered, then she looked up at him, 
wide-eyed. “No—” 

“Shh. Be real quiet, honey. Okay? You awake? I 
want you to get dressed.” 

“But you—” She pushed herself up on her elbows, 
frowning in puzzlement. ' 

“1 came to get you, sweetheart. You’re going to come 
with me.” He stroked the pillow-ruffled hair over her 
ear. “Okay?” 

Suddenly something frightened her, and she shrank 
away from his hand, her eyes growing even wider, 
breath hissing in and holding. Then her face softened, 
from alarm to trembling relief. “It’s not her, is it?” she 
said, searching his face. “You’re really you.” 

His heart split in the vise of his chest, and he barely 
kept himself from sweeping her up out of the bed and 
crushing her to himself. “It’s me,” he whispered. 
‘‘Come on, it’s time to go.” 

Dee threw the covers aside and scrambled out of the 
bed. She scooped up the small pile of clothing by the bed. 

A few moments later, she looked up from tying her 
sneakers. “Should I take some stuff?” 
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“We don’t have time. We can buy whatever we nieed^ 
later.’’ 

Her gaze sharpened. “We’re going back to the apart¬ 
ment, aren’t we?’’ 

“Shh. You ready to go?’* 

He led her down the stairs, her hand in his. Her foot 
slipped on the last step, and he caught her from falling. 
They stood together, listening for any other sound from 
upstairs. “1 don’t think she heard,’’ whispered Dee, 
holding on to his arm. “Come on, let’s go before Carol 
wakes up.’’ 

The chairs’ upholstery brushed against their legs as 
they headed for the front door. He pulled it open and 
stepped with her onto the porch. The car, its door open, 
sat in the driveway a few strides away. 

A silhouette separated from the shadowed post by the 
porch steps. The figure straightened from where it had 
been leaning, its arms unfolding and hands jamming 
onto its hips. 

“AU right,’’ came Jess’s voice. “Just hold it.’* 

Braemer said nothing. Jess seemed to HU the space be¬ 
tween the posts, blocking the steps that led off the 
porch. 

“That wasn’t a very smart idea,’’ said Jess. “Not 
very smart at all. Why don’t you just let go of Dee, and 
then I’ll let you leave. Nice ami simple. Otherwise, you’re 
in a world of trouble.’’ 

Dee had pressed herself tight against his side. He took 
her shoulders in his hands. “Stay right here, sweet¬ 
heart.’’ She looked up at him, silent. 

Jess leaned back against the post to let him pass. A 
line of segmented white marked the smile on Jess’s face 
as Braemer crossed in front of him. “Fuckin’ queer,’’ 
came the whisper, smirking triumph. “I told you you 
wouldn’t get your dirty hands on her anymore.’’ 

He walked to the car, feeling the weight of two pairs 
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of eyes on his back. In the dark, he reached in across the 
seats, then straighted back up. “Jess,” he called out. 

The other stepped to the front of the porch, out into 
the moonlight. Braemer could see Dee standing in the 
doorway behind him, watching. 

Braemer walked back toward the house, stopping a 
couple of yards from the porch steps. The white cloth 
fluttered to the ground as he swung the gun up, his out¬ 
stretched arms holding it straight at Jess’s chest. A 
fierce joy welled up in him, drawing his lips back from 
his clenched teeth, as he saw Jess’s head jerk back, eyes 
widened. 

“What the fuck do you think—” Eyes narrowing into 
slits, Jess stepped down toward him. 

“Don’t move.” 

Jess froze, gauging the distance between him and the 
muzzle of the gun. “You can’t do it,” he said finally. 
“You’re too chickenshit.” 

“Find out.” Braemer kept the gun hanging on the 
invisible line running into the other’s heart. 

Jess’s eyes flicked from the gun to Braemer’s face. 
“What are you going to do?” 

“Don’t worry about it. Dee,” he called. “Go get in 
the car, honey.” 

The small form moved away from the front door. 
“Daddy—” 

“Just do as I say. Everything’s going to be all right.” 

Slowly, Dee stepped around Jess, then broke into a 
nin past Braemer. She scrambled into the car, watching 
the two of them from behind the windshield. 

“Okay,” said Braemer. The gun felt solid in his 
hand, as though it had merged with the bone beneath, 
one solid piece into his shoulder. He glanced away from 
Jess and spotted the pickup truck under the tree at the 
side of the house. “1 want you to walk over to the 
truck.” 
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Jess studied him for a few seconds, his arms tensing ai 
his sides. “You really would, wouldn’t you?’’ 

“You think I would—that’s all that matters. Now go 
on over to the truck.” 

He followed a few paces behind Jess, keeping the gun 
centered into his shoulderblades. “Now open the 
hood.” 

Jess glanced over his shoulder at him, then sighed and 
worked the latch. 

“Pull off the distributor cap and throw it over here.” 

The cap landed in the dust and roiled against 
Braemer’s shoe. He bent down and picked it up, keep¬ 
ing his eye and the gun trained on Jess. “Let’s go get the 
other one,’’ he said, ticking the gun toward Carol’s 
Chevy. 

When both distributor caps were in Braemer’s free 
hand, Jess leaned back against the Chevy’s fender. 
“You know,” he said, “I’ll just come on up to L.A. 
and break your ass anyway.” 

“Fine,” said Braemer. “You do that. I’ll be waiting 
there for you.” 

“Fuckin’ gun won’t help you then.” 

Braemer looked across the top of the gun at him. 
“Then maybe I should do something with it right now.” 

Jess said nothing, but the rim of his nostrils flared 
and whitened. His hands flattened against the fender. 

“If I thought I had anything to worry about,” said 
Braemer, “I’d go ahead. Asshole. Now I want you to 
just sit tight for a while. Don’t move.” He began to 
back away, keeping the gun raised. 

“I’ll be seeing you.” Jess folded his arms. 

Braemer slammed the car door shut and turned the 
key in the ignition. He laid the gun on the floor, 
grabbed the wheel, and swung the car around. In the 
rearview mirror, Jess was still leaning against the pickup 
truck, watching the car head out onto the street. 
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Dee curled up on the other seat, looking at him. “Is 
that a real gun?” she said. 

He glanced away from the headlights sweeping across 
the empty streets. “Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 

“I’m glad you came and got me.” Dee laid her head 
on his shoulder. “Are we going home now?” 

“No, honey.” The lights of the freeway were already 
visible beyond the curve of the hill. “Not yet. We’ve got 
a long way to go.” 

Braemer slid a dollar’s worth of quarters into the 
coffee shop’s pay phone. At the other end it rang once 
before it was picked up. “Hello?” came Sarah’s voice, 
breathless. 

“It’s me.” 

“Where are you? What happened?” Her words 
rushed out, a night’s worth of worry behind them. 

He drew his breath, eyes closed. “1 can’t tell you 
where I am—not right now. I’ve got Dee with me, and 
we’re going to be . . . traveling for a while.” 

Silence on the line. “You went and got Dee? But— 
but where are you going?” 

“I don’t know.” He really didn’t; he hadn’t planned 
that far yet. All his alternatives were the lines on the 
map in the glove compartment. “Even if 1 knew, I 
couldn’t tell you, honey—just in case the police come 
around and ask you if yoy know where I am.” 

“But what are you going to do?” Sarah’s voice 
strained close to the breaking point where the tears 
began. 

“I’ve got some money. Dec and I’ll be all right for a 
while. Then I’ll stop someplace where I can get a job of 
some kind. When we’re settled. I’ll call you and let you 
know where it is, and you can join us there. I don’t 
know when that’ll be.” He stopped, hearing his own 
Words dwindle into the hazy future. 
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“Why?” said Sarah’s voice. “If you’ve got Dee, why 
don’t you just come back here? We’ll get custody of 
her.” 

“I can’t.” He leaned against the wall, feeling a tired¬ 
ness from more than lack of sleep slide into his back. “I 
don’t even want to risk them getting her. Whether- the 
court gives her to them, or that fucker Jess snatches her 
again—I just can’t. Jesus Christ, she’s screwed up 
enough from being stuck in that damn house with them. 
You know that. I don’t want those people to get near 
her again. You can see that, can’t you?” 

“I know. I know.” The weariness was in her voice, 
too. “1 don’t know what you should do.” 

“What else can I do? This is it.” They were silent 
together for a moment, the wires stretching between 
them. 

“But you’ll be all right, won’t you?” said Sarah. 

“Sure. What can happen? The hard part’s over. Now 
there’s just driving to do.” 

“And you’ll call me? I mean, not to tell me where you 
are. But just... on the way.” 

“All the time,” he said. “Whenever I can.” 

“And it won’t be long? When 1 can—” 

“Real soon. A month, maybe a little longer.” 

“All right.” Her sigh came over the line. “I guess. Do 
you have to go now?” 

“Yeah. Dee and I just stopped to get something to 
eat. And to call you. I want to get a bit farther before we 
stop for the day. There’s something else I want to tell 
you, though. Now this is important. When I went down 
to get Dee, 1 had to screw around with Jess. He was 
there. You understand? He’s pretty pissed off, and he 
might come up there, not just to try and get Dee back, 
but to look for me. So I want you to be real careful. If 
he shows up, maybe you should call the police. 1 mean. 
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since you don’t know where I am, anyway. Okay? Just 
be careful.” 

‘‘1 will. You be careful, too, all right?” 

‘‘Don’t worry. I’ll call you—tonight, probably.” 

They said they loved each other, and then there was 
no more to say. Braemer hung up the phone, it rang, 
and he fed in the rest of the coins that the operator 
asked for. 

Dee was mopping up the syrup in her plate with the 
last spongy wedge of pancake when he sat back down. 
‘‘Where we going to now?” she said. 

‘‘Oh—Tucson.” It was just something to tell her. He 
still had no idea of a route, other than staying on the 
widest highway heading east. Outside the coffee shop’s 
window, the windshields of aU the cars in the parking lot 
shone red-gold with the rising sun. Since pulling away 
from the Feld house, he and Dee had driven all the rest 
of the night until they had stopped here. 

The waitress appeared and refilled his cup. ‘‘You’re 
up bright and early today,” she said to Dee, smiling. 
“You and your dad on vacation?” 

“We’re going—” started Braemer. 

Dee broke in. “We’re going back east,” she said 
happily. ‘‘To see my grandmother.” She glanced at her 
father, her fellow conspirator. 

“That’s nice. Got a long ways to go?” 

“Uh . . .” 

“Cleveland,” said Braemer. “She hasn’t seen her 
grandmother before.” 

“Well, that’s wonderful.” The waitress tore their 
check from her pad and laid it on the table. “You have a 
real Hne trip, honey, and you stop and see us on your 
way back, okay?” 

“Okay,” said Dee. She smiled back at the motherly 
face. 
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Braemer watched the small charade close. He waai^l 
sure what it meant. Maybe she was just acting out scenei 
she’d watched on television. Or maybe, he thought, 
maybe she really understands. Hard to say. When he’d 
been ten years old, he wouldn’t have been able to figure 
out a situation like this. But at that age he hadn’t beeo 
through all that she had. Even an average kid nowadays 
was a combination of video gloss, hip as some jaded 
talk-show veteran, and the remnants of whatever was 
left of being a child. He had seen their eyes reflected ia 
the screens at the game arcades, old eyes in children’s 
faces, boredom that was half studied pose and hall 
cataracts layered on by the dazzling {dare they had 
grown up in. 

Perhaps because the things Dee had seen had been 
real—a horror show on a channel that couldn’t be 
switched off—more of her had remained a real child. 
She could appreciate real life, hang on to it. 

Braemer watched her wiping her mouth with hee 
crumpled paper napkin, a yawning, catlike motion. Hi 
could never become so sad about all that had happened! 
to her that he would stop marveling at her. It seeme(| 
like the proof of some evolutionary law that the mating 
of two losers like himself and his ex-wife could have 
produced such a creature. 

I’m never giving her up, he thought. 1 can’t. 

She looked up at him. ’’All set,” she announced. 

Not a game, he thought. She knows. They were into 
something new and different. All those times, taking her 
home on Sunday evenings, that he’d wished they could 
go on driving forever. And now here it was, the ultimate 
father-child relationship, just the two of them on the 
road, running away from Mommy. 

He picked up the check, figured out the tip, and laid it 
on the table. “Well, come on, then,” he said. “Let’s hit 
it.” 
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The phone was dead in Sarah’s hand. She set it back 
down in its cradle, folded her amts in the thick sleeves 
of her bathrobe around herself, and rocked back and 
forth on the edge of the couch. If she could have cried, 
she would have. 

Now I don’t have anything, she thought, stricken. 
The door that she had seen opening with the key in 
Dee’s hand was now flung wide, and the world she had 
feared on the other side was all around her. There 
hadn’t been any unknown things waiting for her here, 
but instead the absence of things, nothing filling the 
apartment, nothing in all the streets of the city. She’d 
lost them both now. Dave was on some highway 
unknown to her, and Dee was with him. She was stuck 
here in the hole left behind by them. 

Nothing to do now but wait. She stood and picked up 
the mug from the coffee table, the last of a half-dozen 
cups of tea cold inside it. The night had been spent 
curled up at the end of the couch, falling into scattered 
moments of half-sleep, then waking again to the muted 
jabbering of the TV. 

Morning light outside the windows. She could see 
Dave’s hand pushing in the headlights switch, the other 
pairs of lights on the highway—whatever highway— 
flicking off as-the residue of night drained away. 

She was exhausted from the night’s waiting, but the 
apartment was too empty now to stay in. Instead of 
calling in a sick-day to her job, she decided to go ahead 
and shower, eat, catch the bus, just as if there were any 
reason to. 

“Let’s hit it,” said her daddy. Dee looked across the 
table at him. Another, inside of her, looked at him with 
the same eyes. 

She wanted to shout something, to scream across the 
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coffee shop’s murmuring voices, but instead she felt her 
face smiling. Her legs slid from the seat to the aisle. 

As she stood with her father at the cash register, her 
hand slipped into the pocket of her jacket and felt the 
thin edge of metal there. Some guy in the booth across 
the aisle from theirs had been having steak and eggs for 
breakfast. He’d left while her father was away making a 
phone call—she knew it had been to Sarah—and when 
nobody was looking she had stepped across and taken 
the steak knife. The flat of the blade was still greasy 
under her thumbi It had slipped into her pocket before 
she herself had realized what had happened. 

They walked out into the parking lot and toward the 
car. Don’t, she tried to shout, but her father, sorting 
through his keys, couldn’t hear her. 

The other voice was silent, but she knew it was there, 
in her arm, in her hand. Standing with her father as he 
unlocked the door, she felt her Hngers draw over the 
knife. It wasn’t a big knife, but its teeth and point were 
as sharp as the scent of pine that blew across the bare 
asphalt parking lot. 
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I’m not one I’m two, I’m not one I’m two, I’m not one 
I’m two, I want out now, I want out now, I want out 
now now now now now now now now , , , 


“We Must Bleed,’’ lyrics by Darby Crash (1958-80) 




TWELVE 


"Do you remember . . . when we were kids. There 
was that one Christmas. When Mom got mad at some¬ 
thing—" It hurt her to talk, to draw the breath below 
her stiffened ribs and then put it out as words she could 
barely hear herself. "1 know what it was. She got mad at 
me and Renee because we kept on teasing Carol. And 
then Carol started crying and wouldn’t stop. Then Mom 
got so mad she started screaming at all of us. She kept 
on screaming. And she dragged the Christmas tree right 
out the front door to the yard, and she set Hre to it. 
Jesus, that seems so funny now." Her laugh turned into 
a cough that brought a taste of salt into her mouth. The 
back of her head rubbed against the cracked linoleum 
floor as she gasped to catch her breath. 

"All that screaming,” Kathy went on, the words 
falling away into the room’s darkness. "And the tree 
went on burning, and Mom threw all the presents on the 
fire. She was so crazy. 1 remember there was one box 
that burned up, and there was a doll inside. All its hair 
turned black. And its face split open right down the 



middle. You could smell it burning. You remember?” 

There was no answer. The room was so dark, darker 
than it had ever been before, that she couldn’t tell if she 
were alone in it or not. 

” And that night, when all the screaming was over and 
the fire was out in the yard, you sneaked out of your 
bedroom and down to mine. It was real late. And you 
had a flashlight and that doll’s head. It still smelled all 
burnt. You hid under the covers with me, and you made 
the doll’s mouth go like it was Mom’s on the end of 
your finger, screaming and saying all those things she’d 
say to us. We started giggling, and we couldn’t stop, but 
we didn’t want her to hear us, because she’d get mad 
again. But it was so funny, that little doll’s head all 
black and cracked open, screaming and calling us little 
bastards, it was so funny, it was so funny, it was—” 

She stopped, choking on something thick in her 
throat. Her breath couldn’t squeeze past to her lungs. 
The outline of the window dimmed and blurred. She 
turned her head and managed to spit something out 
onto the blanket. A string of red saliva lay across her 
swollen lip. Her lungs burned with the room’s stale air 
seeping back into her. 

“That’s when I knew,” she whispered to the room. 
She wished she could see Jess one more time, before 
there would be no more seeing. “I knew you really loved 
me. All along. Not her. You loved me.” 

Underneath the blanket, her numb fingertips traced 
down the sides of her body, across each red scar where 
his love had eaten beneath her skin. 

Braemer sat on the park bench, the remains of his and 
Dee’s lunch spread out beside him—a McDonald’s bag 
with a couple of French fries at the bottom, soaking 
grease through the white paper, small squares of ice 
melting in plastic cups with a clown on the sides. He 
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wadded up the hamburger wrappers, waxed paper 
crackling in his fist, and dropped them into the empty 
bag. 

Several yards away, on the broad stretch of grass 
ringed with trees. Dee kicked a brand-new soccer ball 
around. He*d bought it just a few hours ago, when 
they’d finished shopping for new clothes for her, in the 
shopping center in the middle of the town’s business 
district. 

He slouched against the back of the bench and 
watched her. A pretty good little athlete, shuffling the 
ball from the inside of one foot to the other, then taking 
aim at the space between two trees as though it were the 
goal. He supposed she learned it in school; kids hadn’t 
played stuff like that when he had been her age, though 
it looked like it would be more fun than baseball had 
ever been. 

The shade had moved away from the bench. He let 
the sun’s warmth sink into the fatigue along the back of 
his shoulders. They had been driving all morning long 
since leaving the coffee shop, stopping only for gas and 
to use the rest rooms. Before that, when he’d been 
speeding the car away from the Feld house, he’d decided 
at the last minute to head up north rather than going 
east. He knew from experience, the couple of times he’d 
driven to San Francisco with Sarah, how fast you could 
rack up miles on the long, straight Interstate S through 
Bakersfield. Pius, all the routes east on his map. High¬ 
way 15 through Barstow and Highway 10 through Palm 
Springs, went through the desert. The Datsun had 
developed a tendency with age to overheat, and he 
didn’t know how well it would handle those routes. 
Heading north, he could still put a lot of distance 
between Dee and her mother, then start east when he hit 
Sacramento, crossing above Lake Tahoe to Reno and 
points beyond. 
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That would be tomorrow’s driving. This little town 
they’d pulled off in, with its lawns sprinklered against 
the Central Valley heat, and neat, WPA-era stonework 
flanking the paths, was the flrst stop. He had steered the 
car off Highway S and found a motel at the end of the 
street where all the town’s fast-food franchises 
clustered. Though he was so tired that he could have 
thrown himsdf on one of the motel room’s beds right 
then and fallen asleep, they had gone out and shopped: 
jeans and tops, underwear, and a red nylon jacket 
padded like a skier’s for Dee, a cheap electric razor for 
himself. So much for planning: his clothes, at least, he’d 
piled into the car’s trunk before leaving the apartment 
for the last time. 

Then to the park—Dee had been getting fidgety from 
being cooped up in the car all morning. 

The warm sun weighted Braemer’s eyelids, making 
him drowsy. This is all right, he thought, watching his 
daughter’s solitary soccer on the grass. He smiled to 
himself. Should have done this sooner. Tomorrow there 
would be more driving, coffee-shop meals, another 
motel room, the segments of the road repeating them¬ 
selves like squares of a checkerboard. 

The little game went on. Dee flelding the ball past 
unseen opponents. 

She wished he would come soon. It was so cold in the 
empty room. Kathy wanted him to come and lift her 
from the gray mattress, with one arm around her 
shoulders, then tease the warming blood to the surface 
of her skin, the point of his knife tracing out the pattern 
of crusted scars. 

“Who was the other one?” she whispered. She knew 
there was no one else in the room, but spoke anyway. 
The words came out with her shallow breathing. “That 
other one . . .” She remembered hazily that her own 
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name was Kathy, and her sister's name was Renee. 
Sometimes one, sometimes the other. Kathy was stupid, 
and had taken a long time to know how much her 
brother Jess loved her. But Renee was clever. She'd 
known from the start. 

There was the little girl, the one she'd never seen. 
Renee's daughter. What was her name? Dee. That was 
it. That was the other one. Now she realized why she 
had gone and warned David, told him all those precious 
little secrets. Because she'd known that Jess loved the 
other one best of all, better than her or Renee. 

She wondered what that love would be like, when Jess 
had consummated the hunger of it. To be inside the 
other, look through the other's eyes as Renee had 
looked through hers, to study the white, unscarred 
child's flesh with the soft fingertips of the child herself. 
Then the sharp point of his love could begin. His hunger 
that ate another's pain could feed at the warm, yielding 
source. 

“If only .. .'* she whispered, but there wasn’t breath 
enough to say the words. If only it could have been me, 
she thought. She had come to give him everything else, 
but the last thing he wanted wasn’t hers to give. 

After work, and after the bus ride home, Sarah 
trudged down the street to the apartment building, her 
bag’s strap heavy on her shoulder. She had been 
exhausted when she had gone in to work that morning, 
and eight hours of trying to get her leaden fingers in 
sync with some lawyer’s voice dribbling from the dicta¬ 
tion machine’s headset hadn't helped any. If the fatigue 
hadn’t gotten to the point of her nodding off on the bus 
and almost missing her stop, she wouldn’t have gone 
back to the apartment just yet. A movie or, better, 
shopping without buying anything would have put off 
returning to the empty rooms a couple of hours longer. 
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She wondered for a moment what Dave and Dee were 
doing right then, whether they were still on the highway 
driving or had decided to stop for the day. Either way, 
she thought, they aren’t here. She had scanned the cars 
parked along the street as she walked from the bus stop, 
looking for Dave’s faded-green Datsun, hoping that 
there had been a change in his plans. Nothing. 

His warning about Jess coming around to look for 
him popped up in her memory. She looked back along 
the line of cars as she came to the building’s door, 
searching for the pickup truck she remembered Jess 
pulling Dee into. No sign of it, either. She fumbled her 
keys from her bag’s side pocket and quickly let herself 
in. • 

As she got her mail, bills and a department-store 
flyer, from the box in the lobby, she glanced both ways 
down the hall. A door opening as she was looking away 
startled her, the strap of her bag slipping off as her 
shoulders flinched upward. One of the building’s 
resident old ladies peered down the hallway at her, 
smiled, and gave a little wave before shuffling back into 
her apartment and closing the door behind her. 

Sarah pulled in a deep breath, waiting a moment for 
her heart to slow before picking up her bag. She hadn’t 
realized until now that there was a thread of fear laced 
in with her other worrying. The memory of Jess snatch¬ 
ing Dee away from her was still sharp in her mind, a clip 
from some urban terror movie that she had found her¬ 
self blundered into. That had been the first time she’d 
ever seen him, she had only heard Dee talk about him 
before. Backyard barbecues, working on the truck, or 
fixing things around that house she lived in with Carol. 
Nothing Dee bad ever said had prepared her for the man 
she’d seen then, a face set hard, but not hard enough to 
hide the violence inside, a boiler tensed against the 
scalding pressure. His eyes, what she had been able to 
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see of them beneath the squinting lids, had been all red, 
as though the tiny veins had swollen and burst into each 
other. 

She pushed the image of the face away and started up 
the stairwell, carrying her bag. There was a bottle of 
German white wine in the refrigerator—a glassful of 
that set beside a steaming bathtub was what she really 
needed. 

On the third floor she glanced down the hallway from 
the top of the stairs, to see that no one was there, before 
she headed down to the apartment. 

As she closed her own door behind her and turned the 
deadbolt, she felt a hand grip her elbow, squeezing 
tightly. She gasped and started to turn her head, but 
another’s face was already pressed close to her ear. 

“Go ahead and scream if you want,’’ came Jess’s 
voice. “I’m very good at making people be quiet.’’ 

She felt him against her stiffening spine, and fought 
down the breath rising to break in her throat. “How— 
how did you get in here?’’ 

From the comer of her eye she could see a smile 
tugging at one corner of his mouth. “These apartment- 
door locks,’’ he said, and pushed her, stumbling, into 
the living room. “Kids can pick ’em.’’ 

His hand let go of her elbow, and she nearly fell, 
catching herself against the arm of the couch. She 
turned and saw him standing, hands resting easily on his 
hips, between her and the door. A pair of mirror-lensed 
glasses covered his eyes now. 

“Go on,” he said, “have a seat. Make yourself at 
home, you know? And stop looking so scared, for 
Christ’s sake. I just want to talk with you, is all.” 

Shrinking away from him onto the couch, she 
watched as he lowered himself into one of the arm¬ 
chairs. He picked up a can of beer, which he must have 
gotten out of the refrigerator, and took a sip. The can 
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sloshed in his hand as he tilted it back and forth, study¬ 
ing the white flecks of foam that washed on top. 
“Where’s your boyfriend?” he asked without looking 
up. 

Another part of the movie she had wandered into, 
now metamorphosed into a grade B hoodlum flick. But 
still scary. The sunglasses looked like unsheathed metal. 
“Dave’s not here,” she said. 

“No shit?” The glasses lifted toward her. “1 didn’t 
know that—I really hadn’t got around to checking all 
the closets yet.” 

A few seconds of silence, while she watched him sip¬ 
ping the beer. The muscles of her legs tensed as she 
gauged the distance between herself and the door. Her 
fingers dug into the fabric of the couch, anchoring her. 
Even if she got by him, Jess would be up and at her back 
before she could manage to unlock the door. 

“So where is he, then?” Jess dangled the can lazily 
between one thumb and forefinger. 

“I don’t know.” 

“Just took off, huh? And left you to hold the fort. 
Nice guy.” 

“What do you want?” Her eyes flicked toward the 
kitchen—that doorway was closer to her. 

“Come on. The same thing I came up here for last 
time. Dee’s got a home already. That’s where she 
belongs. 1 mean, Carol loves that kid. She’s been the 
one who’s really taken care of her all this time. And 
then your boyfriend gets this hot notion up his ass—” 

“Dave’s her father." A portion of her fear had been 
replaced with anger. 

“Christ, what does that matter?” Jess pulled at the 
beer again. “Look, I know you probably think I’m 
some kind of monster, just strong-arming my way 
through everybody, but all I’m really concerned about is 
getting Dee back home where she belongs. That’s all. So 
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why don’t you just tell me where David’s taken her, and 
then you won’t have to worry about it anymore.” 

She studied him settled back into the chair, then 
shoved herself away from the couch and ran for the 
kitchen. 

The drawer came all the way out when she jerked it 
open, falling with a crash of metal on the floor. She 
knelt down, scrabbling through the mess, and came up 
with both hands wrapped around the handle of a 
carving knife. 

Jess was already leaning against the side of the door¬ 
way watching her. 

“Get out of here,” she said, holding the knife out in 
front of herself. 

His smile widened, and she could see his tongue slid¬ 
ing across the edges of his teeth. “You know,” he said 
slowly, “1 could take that away from you. And thbn 
you’d be in a world of hurt.” 

“Get out.” 

“You really don’t know, do you?” He straightened, 
rocking back on his heels with hands tucked in his back 
pockets. Her face, in the mirrors of his glasses, was 
drained white. “Tell you what,” he said. “You better 
believe that when your boyfriend shows up again. I’ll be 
right there behind him. And I’ll let you watch. Won’t 
that be fun?” He turned away. 

She heard the apartment door open, then close again. 
The knife stayed trembling in her hands as she closed 
her eyes, listening to the sound of his footsteps in the 
hallway beyond. 

They were watching Dan Rather on the evening news 
—Dee’s choice; her father wondered if it was some kind 
of a crush—when she announced that she was hungry 
again. The motel room’s TV set, mounted on a head- 
high shelf by the door, had a persistent slow roll in the 
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picture that no amount of reaching up and Hddling with 
the tiny knobs in back would fix. Braemer was just as 
glad to have an excuse to get away from the bifurcated 
heads, mouths above eyes, on the screen. 

“Shower time, then, Pel6,” he said. “You’re still all 
sweaty from chasing that ball around in the park. I’m 
not taking you out in civilized society smelling like a 
locker room.’’ 

Dee, sitting crosslegged in the middle of one of the 
beds, groaned dramatically and fell backward, legs still 
locked togeth^. “But Vm starving ” She raised herself 
on her elbows. “Where we going to go?’’ 

“I don’t know. Pizza sound all right?” There was a 
place just a couple of blocks down from the motel. 

“Sure.” The food was the aspect of this adventure 
that Dee liked the most. One long chain of coffee shops 
and junk food stretching out before her, thouj^t 
Braemer. He’d have to remember to stop at a drugstore 
and buy some kind of vitamins for her. A list of things 
they needed, like supplies for a Himalayan expedition, 
was lengthening in his mind. Toothbrushes—how could 
he have forgotten those? The small details of life on the 
run were starting to pile up. 

Dee leaned over the side of her bed and rummaged 
through the department-store bags, pulling out a new 
top and pair of jeans. She rolled them into a ball, slid 
them off the bed, and disappeared into the bathroom. A 
moment later, the sound of nmning water and a wisp of 
steam came from under the door. 

Braemer stood up from the low-slung chair and turn¬ 
ed off the flickering TV. The news shrank to a point of 
light and blinked off. 

A cloud of steam escaped from the bathroom when 
Dee opened the door just far enough to stick her head 
out, her hair pasted in damp tendrils on her neck. “Hey, 
you know what they got hwe?” One bare, wet arm held 
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out a small paper-wrapped square. “Little tiny soaps!” 

“So use ’em already, woman of the world.” The 
bathroom door shut again as Braemer gathered up the 
department-store bags from the floor. He stacked them 
on the shelf above the clothes hangers, then started to 
pick up the other things Dee had left stewn about. Only 
a few hours into the motet room, and it looked like a 
pack of girls, rather than just one, had moved in. 

As he fit one of the wire hangers into the sleeves of 
Dee’s old corduroy jacket, he felt something in its 
pocket. He reached in and pulled out a knife. 

He stared at it for a long moment, the sound of the 
shower’s forced rain pressing louder in his ears. The 
knife had a plastic handle and a thin, serrated blade, the 
metal mottled gray with cold grease. A cheap steak 
knife, one you could snatch from the table at any coffee 
shop in America, walk out with it in your pocket if you 
wanted it. 

His thumb flicked across the edge of the blade, found 
it sharp enough to cut whatever flesh was brought to it. 
The point, even to the eye alone, was capable of piercing 
the skin and sinking through blood until the thin metal 
would strike bone and snap in two. 

Plastic and metal. Braemer, eyes squeezed shut, 
leaned his shoulder against the wall. Flesh and bone. He 
could hear through the plaster the murmur of a TV 
playing in another room, a soft voice whispering words 
he couldn’t make out. 

I forgot, he thought, the words already shifting into 
an accusation. You forgot because you don’t want to 
remember. Why you’re here, why Dee’s with you, where 
you’re going, what’s behind you. You don’t want to 
remember. 

A happy little father-and-daughter excursion. With 
his thumb and forefinger he kneaded the ridge of bone 
between his eyes, where a dark knot was growing. He 


217 



could have convinced himself of it, just letting the 
unpleasant parts fade back into memory. Take a vaca¬ 
tion. Just hop into the car with your family and drive. 
See the U.S.A. 

He heard the shower shutting off in the bathroom. 
I>ee would be out in a few minutes. He lifted the store 
bag on the shelf and slid the knife underneath. 

Farther, he thought as he rubbed the grease from the 
blade off his fingers. We still have to go farther away 
from her mother. Not because of all that bullshit 
Pedersen had laid on him—he wasn’t ready to start 
buying into that again—but because Dee hadn’t started 
to forget yet. Not underneath. The knife filched from 
the coffee shop proved that. They still had to get to that 
place where the past, all those knife-edged memories 
echoing in her head, would start to fade away. Some 
place far from here, where the forgetting and the heal¬ 
ing start. 

Fine, thought Braemer, we’ll get there if I have to 
drive that friggin’ car to Bangkok. The real problem is, 
what about tonight, and all the other nights, when I’m 
asleep and she’s supposed to be? 

An image came to him of his daughter’s eyes opening 
in the middle of the night, another segment of her 
mother’s psycho programming unwinding in the brain 
behind, and himself sunk in a sleep a few steps away. 

The world was full of sharp-edged things. It would 
take only one, and then there would be no more waking 
up. For either of them. His nightmares would be over, 
but Dee’s would just be starting. 

Have to do something, he thought. The sad notion of 
what it would be was already clear in his mind. Just for 
a while. Just until we get to where we’re going. 

“I missed you,” whispered Kathy. The room was so 
fllled with the muffling darkness, soft black velvet, that 
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she hadn’t been able to see him come into the room or 
even hear the door being opened. Yet she knew he was 
there with her, at last. “1 was afraid ... it would be too 
late.” 

^‘Plenty of time.” Jess’s voice was both near and 
distant. Yellow-tinged light seeped through her eye¬ 
lashes, and she could see his blurred figure standing in 
the center of the room, hand dropping from the bare 
lightbulb’s pull-chain. The light dazzled from his face in 
two stars as he slid the mirror-lensed glasses back on. 
“We’ve got all the time we need.” 

He knelt down and lifted her from the mattress, one 
arm around her shoulders. His other had brushed the 
tangled strands of hair from her face. For a moment her 
vision focused tighter, and she could see herself 
reflected in the two oval mirrors peering at her. 

A woman’s naked body, drained white against the 
blotched gray of the mattress. Ribs like curved mdtch- 
sticks over the concave pit of her stomach. Her hips 
were a butterfly-shaped bone swathed in a few layers of 
skin. The inside of her thighs ran hollow to the cleft of 
tangled hair. A blue vein pulsed, thin and rapid, in her 
throat. 

And over the pale white skin was the network of scar 
tissue, strings of still-angry red crusted into ancient 
black along her forearms. She could trace the passage of 
his sharp-pointed love along every inch of her own 
flesh, as though his fingertips had brushed, slow and 
gentle, the raised tattoo through her skin, her own 
blood the ink he’d washed away to reveal the new 
language carved so that it could only be read from inside 
the skin. It had taken a long time for her to learn it. 
Clusters of red flecks inside her elbows marked where 
the needle had sunk its point, to heat the blood to the 
level where it had trembled to be let out. 

A whole history was written there, on the limbs and 
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trunk of the naked figure caught in the small curved 
mirrors above it. Centuries of an etching fire, which had 
blanked out everything that had happened before she’d 
come to this room. 

The voice, her sister’s voice, had brought her to the 
room and to him, but now she knew it was her own will, 
broken and reset, that kept her here. She could no 
longer tell if it was Renee’s voice or her own that 
laughed and spoke to Jess. Her sister’s voice didn’t seem 
to come into her body now, sliding like a wind through 
the broken panes of the window, but was pulled into her 
by Jess’s hands—as though her body were the end of a 
rope tied to Renee. The cutting edge in his hands 
invoked and held the other voice inside her. 

He laid her back down on the mattress and the 
abused/loved flesh reflected in his glasses receded as he 
stood up. She watched him strip off his shirt, his own 
skin pale, almost translucent, under the glaring light. 
“Plenty of time,” he said, looking down at her. “But 
we’ll have to hurry.” 

She closed her eyes and, a moment later, felt the point 
of the needle probing the inside of her arm, seeking 
where the vein could still be entered. A small bite just 
below the skin, and she felt the heat blossom in her arm, 
then wash through the rest of her body. Her heart raced. 
When she opened her eyes, she could feel the other 
already inside her, looking up at Jess. The summoning 
had begun. 

Sweat gleamed across his shoulders an(l haunches, the 
skin over the coiled muscles taut and shiny as a snake’s 
belly. It was as if the heat of the chemical in her veins 
had burst into the room and set the mattress on fire. The 
air shimmered in waves along his form as he drew the 
needle out of the crook of his own arm, leaving a red 
dot on the glistening white skin. He was naked except 
for the mirrors that were his eyes. 
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“This is the last time,” he said, kneeling down. “This 
is the end of it for you.” 

“What... what are you going to do?” Her voice was 
a weak exhaling of breath, almost lost in the rushing 
sound of blood in the ears. The other voice inside her 
stayed silent, but she could feel it coming closer to hear 
Jess’s words. 

“Everything I did,” said Jess, “was to bring her 
inside you. Our sister. Inside you, where she could feed. 
She’s consumed you from the inside out, made your 
flesh into hers, made your eyes hers—everything. She’s 
inside you now. And I’m going to let her out.” Another 
point of light flashed, bright as the mirrors, from the 
blade of the knife gripped in his hand. 

The room expanded in the chemical heat, space elong¬ 
ating to carry the walls and ceiling farther and farther 
away from her. Even kneeling, he towered miles above 
her. She managed to whisper one word: “Why?” 

He gripped her ankles and parted her legs. “Because 
now it’s my turn to feed,” he said. “On her.” 

She felt his fingers work into her, spreading her open. 
A different ritual than before—a piercing that didn’t 
require the knife held in his other hand. Then the small 
pain as he entered the narrow, bruised flesh, his wei^t 
pressing against the thin layer of skin covering her 
pelvis. 

His breath close to her ear. “This is the last,” he 
whispered, a note almost of regret in his voice. 

She knew it. Her own breath began to pant in sync 
with her heated pulse. This is it, she thought, the edges 
of her vision darkening, collapsing into a tunnel. Every¬ 
thing else had been just getting ready for this moment. 
Her knees raised to clasp his sides as the flesh at hCT 
center grew soft and moistened around him. 

The other voice inside her swelled in her throat, 
pressing out to the lips gasping for air. 
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Just as the contractions began, her flesh pulsing 
against his, he reared away from her. Still inside her, he 
curved his back into a bow, one hand gripping tight into 
her shoulder, the arm trembling rigid. 

She looked up and saw his teeth clenched, lips drawn 
back. Her belly was reflected in his glasses. 

The other point of light, the knife, showed in the 
mirrors as his hand raised it to the pale skin. 

The blade disappeared, sinking into a red line sliding 
up to her breastbone. 

She felt the sharper penetrating, deep inside her. She 
watched her flesh part open to show his forearm, red 
surging over his elbow, looped with the gray coils of her 
intenstines breaking open. 

The knife slid from his hand as his fingers clawed 
upward, reaching through the soft tissue of lungs for 
her heart. The wave of red splashed across his face, 
spattering the scene the glasses held. 

In her throat, her scream choked in blood. 

The last she heard was her sister’s laughter. 

Dan Rather wasn’t on at eleven—nothing but the 
local newscasters giving the late wrapup—so Dee settled 
for an old “Saturday Night Live’’ rerun. 

Braemer sat in the chair by the door, watching his 
daughter watch the TV. When they had come back from 
the pizza parlor. Dee had put on the new red-and-white 
striped pajamas he had bought her earlier that day. Now 
she lay sprawled on her bed, feet tucked under the 
pillow for warmth, her folded hands and chin resting on 
top of the new soccer ball, her eyes following a dead 
comedian on the screen as his black-and-white image 
waved a samurai sword about. Braemer had wanted to 
phone down to Los Angeles and Sarah tonight, but at 
last he had decided to let it go; he didn’t want to do it 
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while Dee was with him, and he couldn’t think of any¬ 
thing to say. Not while the problem of how to take care 
of Dee while they slept fill^ his thoughts. 

From the clothes he had piled in the trunk of the car 
before leaving Los Angeles, he had taken his oldest 
shirt, the one whose cloth was softest from age and 
washing. A blue cotton dress shirt, one button missing 
and replaced with another just different in color, the 
fabric at the elbows grown thin. In another year it 
would be ready to be thrown away. Now he held it 
crumpled across his knees, the TV’s gray light flickering 
over the backs of his hands. No new idea had come into 
his head to replace the one that had been lodged there 
for hours. That’s it, then, he thought. No other way. He 
unfolded the shirt, grasped its bottom hem in his flsts, 
and ripped downward the length of the cloth. 

Dee looked away from the TV and toward the tearing 
noise. “What’re you doing?” she asked, puzzled. 

”ril show you in a minute.” Face set hard, Braemer 
went on tearing the shirt into strips. Dee went back to 
the television screen, her forehead wrinkling as she 
glanced over at him every few seconds. 

He laid the strips one by one across his knee, until the 
shirt was nothing but two-inch-wide fragments. The 
collar, cuffs, and front section with buttons he wadded 
up and threw into the plastic trash basket by the door. 
He gathered up a couple of the strips, threads dangling 
from the frayed edges, and tested their strength by 
wrapping the ends around his knuckles and snapping 
the lengths taut between his fists. 

It was close to midnight by his watch. Come on, he 
prodded himself. Only what you have to do. He closed 
his eyes, the strips of cloth dangling from one fist, 
forced his breath deep and slow. Then he stood, walked 
over to the TV, reached up, and switched it off. 
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From her bed, Dee looked up at him, waiting. 

“We’ve got to talk about something, honey,’’ he 
said. 

She frowned, eyes studying him. “’Bout what?’’ 

He stepped to the shelf above the hangers and pulled 
out the knife hidden under the bags. Sitting on the edge 
of her bed, he held it out on his palm toward her. “I 
found this,’’ he said. “In your jacket.’’ 

Dee drew away from the outstretched hand, her eyes 
shifting from the steak knife to his face and back again. 

“You took it from the coffee shop this morning, 
didn’t you? When 1 wasn’t looking.’’ In the light from 
the room’s lamp, the thin blade looked mottled with 
disease, the congealed grease smeared with handling. 
“Didn’t you?’’ 

Her lips parted, the tip of her tongue thrusting 
forward a denial, and failing. She nodded her head 
slowly, still looking at the knife. 

He folded his hand around it and slid it into his 
pocket, out of sight. Dee’s eyes remained fixed, staring 
down at nothing. He reached out and stroked her hair. 
“Why did you take it, honey?” He tried to keep his 
voice low, soothing. 

“Don’t know,” murmured Dee, shaking her head. 
The curved, shining edge of a tear welled along her 
bottom lashes and stayed there. 

Another knife, invisible, slid into his chest. He felt 
himself hanging from it, from this moment in time. It’s 
come to this, he thought, appalled. Your own child, and 
this is what you’ve got to do. “Was it your mother?” he 
said gently. 

Dee nodded, then looked up at him with an odd 
gratitude. “She made me take it.” 

Madness, he thought. But in a way it was true: the 
things Renee had done to their daughter were the 
ultimate cause of the grease-stained knife lying in his 
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hand. You didn’t need to believe any occult blather— 
just a little thumbnail Freud instead—to see the connec¬ 
tion. “Sweetheart,” he said, “we’ve got a problem 
here.” 

Looking miserable. Dee nodded her head. “I know.” 

“If your mother made you take the knife, then . . . 
she might make you do other things. Couldn’t she?” 

Another nod. Dee gazing at her feet. 

“So . . .” Braemer prised on. Nothing was going to 
make it any better. “So we have to do something about 
that. 1 mean, so she can’t hurt you, or me. Like 
before.” 

Dee glanced at the strips of cloth dangling in his other 
hand. He could tell that she had already guessed what he 
was going to do. 

“This is just for when I have to get some sleep, 
honey. You know, when I can’t keep an eye on you. 
And just for a little while. Just until we get to someplace 
where your mother can’t make you do these things.” He 
cupped her chin in his hand and turned her face toward 
him. “Okay?” 

She regarded him with grave, serious eyes, eyes that 
had seen too much to be a child’s anymore. “Okay.” 

“You ready to go to sleep? It’s getting pretty late.” 

“Sure.” 

She laid down on her side, facing away from him, and 
he brought her forearms together at the small of her 
back. Pushing up the red-striped sleeves of her pajama 
top, he could easily hold both her wrists in one hand. He 
had been thinking for hours on how he was going to do 
this, and still didn’t know. The bizarreness of the situa¬ 
tion held its own grim repulsion. He had never antici¬ 
pated that he would ever have to tie someone up, espe¬ 
cially his own ten-year-old child. 

The trick was to make the knots tight enough to keep 
her from doing anything during the night, yet not hurt 
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her. The skin of her wrists was pale, delicate, the veins 
beneath showing as through translucent paper. His 
heart would break at the faintest mark of a bruise there. 

Carefully, he looped two of the soft cloth strips 
around one of her wrists, then drew a knot down snug 
enough that she wouldn't be able to pull her hand 
through. He did the same with the other wrist, leaving a 
slack of an inch between the two knots. They were tight 
enough that he fdt sure she wouldn’t be able to pick 
them loose. He’d probably have to cut them off in the 
morning. 

He checked to see that the circulation to her hands 
wasn’t cut off by the strips. “Are those too tight, 
honey?” 

She shook her head, face moving against the pillow. 

“You’ll be able to sleep like that, won’t you?” 

She-said nothing, only hunched her shoulders and 
turned farther away from him. 

That did it. He stood away from her bed and dropped 
the rest of the strips onto the floor. The thought of tying 
one of her ankles to the bedframe, to keep her from 
getting up and walking around during the night, had 
cross«l his mind, but now he pushed it away. This was 
all that he had the stomach for. The prospect of doing 
this every night—for how long?—churned nausea in 
him. 

He pulled the blanket over his daughter, laying the 
edge across her shoulder. He looked down at her for a 
moment, then turned away to get the paper-bagged 
object he had stashed in the room’s dresser. 

While Dee had been in the pizzeria’s rest room, he 
had gone to the liquor store next door and bought a 
fifth of Cutty Sark. In the bathroom, he watched his 
hands twist the cap off the bottle. He unwrapped the 
crackling paper from one of the glasses by the sink and 
poured a half-inch into it. 
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The Scotch burned against the block in his throat, 
then spread a slow warmth through .his chest. Hands 
gripping the white porcelain, he leaned against the sink 
and raised his eyes to the mirror. 

You look like shit, he told himself. Eyes red-rimmed, 
black stubble against dead-white skin. Not enough 
sleep, too much driving and thinking. He turned on the 
cold tap. He’d have to be careful to keep his act cleaned 
up, or someone along the line, maybe one of the motel- 
keepers, might suspect that a man traveling alone with a 
ten-year-old girl was actually—touch of grim humor—a 
kidnapper. 

He bent low to the sink and splashed the cold water 
into his face. With one of the towels from the chrome 
rack thrown over his shoulders, he covered the bottom 
of the glass with more Scotch and switched off the bath¬ 
room light. In the dark, glass in hand, he walked out 
and sat down on the edge of the bed. He sipped and 
watched the huddled figure of his daughter. This 
moment had been there right from the start, from 
before Dee had even been born, just waiting for time to 
uncover it. 

Some time later, he set the empty glass down on the 
floor and lay back in his clothes on top of the bed. Still 
sober, but with the edge of his thoughts blunted, he 
found sleep in his forearm brought over his eyes. 

A room, empty except for the figure of a man sitting 
on the floor, his back against the wall. On the cracked 
linoleum a few feet away from him, a pair of glasses 
upside down. The mirror lenses glinted in the faint light 
from the streetlamps beyond the window. 

He breathed, slow and deep, as though recovering 
from a great exertion. His bowed head leaned toward 
his arms, draped across his knees. 

There was something else in the room with him—an 
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object that had the rough shape of a human being, but 
wasn’t one. Not any longer. It lay sprawled on a 
mattress that was soaked in a fluid now turning thick 
and sticky. 

The man, eyes closed, tilted his head back, rubbing it 
slowly against the wall’s flaking paint. The eyes opened 
to slits as he got to his feet and stood up. 

He walked to the window and looked out through the 
dust-clouded glass, his hands gripping the sill. The 
muscles of his shoulders flexed and gathered, feeling the 
strength within as the hooded eyes gazed out at the 
night-filled street. 

He heard something in the darkness, and awoke. 
Braemer lay still, gazing up. into the darkness. Then the 
sound came again, and he was scrambling across the 
bed, reaching for the lamp. 

The light snapped across the room, throwing the 
shadow of his hand on the wall. He saw his daughter on 
the bed across from him. 

Dee had kicked the blanket away from herself. It lay 
in a crumpled pile at the side of the bed. She lay twisted 
about on her side, a low, whining noise seeping from her 
clenched teeth as she struggled with the cloth strips 
binding, her hands behind her back. 

She saw him, and fell silent. With the side of her face 
and one shoulder pressed against the bed, her eyes 
widened, focusing on him. The nostrils flared white, 
bloodless, under the tangled hair falling across her face, 
as her breath came in a sharp, panting hiss. It wasn’t his 
daughter’s face anymore. 

His heart slanuned against the limit of his ribs as he 
pushed himself toward the foot of his bed. The thing in 
his daughter’s body stared at him, following his move¬ 
ments as he stood up. 

“Dee—’’ He stretched his hand out cautiously toward 
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her, the fingers trembling in air. A line of sweat began 
to gather under his collar, growing chill in the room’s 
still air. 

Her eyes darted from his face to the hand approach¬ 
ing her. She drew away, curling into a ball, hissing as 
her lips bared her teeth to her pink gums. A trail of 
saliva stretched from the point of her incisor to her 
tongue. 

Braemer walked to the bathroom door, reached 
inside, and found the Scotch bottle. The empty glass 
was by his bed. He carried the bottle back with him, 
picked up the glass, and poured it half-full. 

With his back against the wall, he sat on the bed and 
drank, watching his daughter coiled across from him. 
Her eyes glittered, locked on his with a feral intensity. 

The Scotch passed from the trembling glass in his 
hand onto his tongue, bitter and ineffectual. No matter 
how long the night took in passing, there would be no 
sleep. Only the watching, and waiting for the light to 
come through the curtain. 
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THIRTEEN 


No phone calls had come the night before. None this 
morning. Sarah sat at the kitchen table, her bathrobe 
pulled tight around herself, hands drawing warmth 
from the cup they held. The tea inside it was brackish 
and too strong, even though nearly white with milk— 
she had forgotten about the tea bag steeping in the hot 
water while she had gazed duUy out the kitchen window, 
her mind slowly pulling out of the fog of the night’s 
Htful sleep. 

She raised the cup and took another sip. The one 
virtue the tea had, other than enough caffeine to start 
her sluggish blood pumping again, was that it cut the 
stale film coating her teeth and tongue. Her mouth 
had been parched when the alarm clock had finally 
drilled her awake, as though she had been gasping for 
breath all night long in her sleep, or shouting out some¬ 
thing in a dream that had m^cifully faded out of 
memory. 

Two slices of toast, stiff and cold as roofing shingles, 
covered the plate she had pushed away from herself. 
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Habit, rather than appetite, had made her drop the 
bread into the toaster’s slots. Nausea, faint but tangible 
as a thumb pressing at the base of her throat, rose in her 
at the sight of last night’s dinner still on the table— 
greasy waxed paper crumpled into a ball, the charred 
stubs of a few French fries mired in a clotted smear of 
ketchup. When she had gotten off work—no call from 
Dave had come for her there, either; she had told the 
girl at the switchboard to be sure and let her know if 
there was one—she hadn’t been able to face the prospect 
of going back to the empty apartment and cooking a 
dinner just for herself. She had stopped at the Hrst 
hamburger place she spotted along Santa Monica Boule¬ 
vard. There, she had found herself, in her secretaries’ 
uniform of panty hose and heels, giving her order while 
surrounded by chattering Thai and Salvadorean families 
at the graffiti-carved benches, and sullen, shaved-head 
teenagers feeding quarters into the video games in a 
chain-link wire cage. Some punk with a sense of local 
history had spray-painted CHARLIE was right and 
CEASE TO EXIST on the burger stand’s wall. From across 
the street a plain-faced young girl, head wrapped in a 
white turban—one of the Bhajan followers who ran the 
vegetarian restaurant down on Third and Fairfax—had 
gazed with faintly sad eyes at the whole scene. 

There had been no place for Sarah to sit down in the 
usual mix of Los Angeles city life, so she had carried the 
white hamburger bag the rest of the bus ride to the 
apartment. And had proceeded to stuff herself, going 
on eating long after her small apppetite had been killed. 

Great, she told herself. Self-disgust was written on the 
flattened-out hamburger bag in invisible letters. Go on 
like this and you’ll be big as a tank when you see Dave 
again. 

The prospect of that when turning into if was the knot 
growing tighter in her stomach. To be here by herself. 
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with Dave on some unknown stretch of asphalt God 
knows where; to drag herself to work in the morning 
and then back to the apartment so empty that the tele¬ 
vision’s glare and yammer fell into it like a fahcet drip¬ 
ping wet rust into a dry sink—to do all that without the 
help of the voice on the phone, his voice, which would 
keep certainty from drifting to hope, and then decaying 
further to a dread that gnawed without ceasing.... This 
is what it’s like to go crazy, she thought. The tea, now 
cold, slid down her throat toward her heart. 

After the business of finding Jess waiting for her in 
the apartment, she had given the building manager a 
check to pay for having another lock installed, a dead¬ 
bolt heavy as two flsts of brass. The manager, alarmed 
at Sarah’s talk of finding traces of an intruder in the 
apartment, had gotten it done the next day. The 
memory of Jess’s face, with its thin smile and hokey but 
still scary mirror simglasses, had eased enough that she 
wasn’t jumping upright, muscles snapped taut, every 
time the refrigerator’s motor switched on. That had 
been Wednesday; the last time she had spoken to Dave 
was Tuesday, the morning he had called and said he had 
Dee with him, and that he was taking her away. 

No other call that day, or the next. And now this was 
Friday morning, and Sarah felt her nerves being pulled 
taut in the silence that had enveloped her. She could 
literally feel it, not a figure of speech any longer, but a 
knotted cord running through her spine. Another 
couple of days without word, and the breaking point 
would be reached. 

The clock above the stove showed ten minutes past 
the time she should have been getting dressed and ready 
to work. She pushed her chair away from the table and 
got to her feet, her body like a dead weight hanging 
from her shoulders. 

There was nothing else to do but go to work. She 
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didn’t know where he was, what was happening to him 
and Dee. (Did they have an accident did Jess find them 
oh God what if—) At work, the pressure of other 
people’s eyes on her kept the tears bottled tightly inside 
her. Only once yesterday had she been forced to make 
her way, teeth biting her lower lip, to the ladies’ room, 
to crouch behind the latched door of one of the stalb 
and squeeze a fist of wet tissue paper against her face. 

It would be harder today. Loosening the robe’s belt, 
she felt sick with knowing somehow that the phone still 
wouldn’t ring today. 

“Want anything else?’’ 

Dee shook her head. Half of a stack of pancakes, 
sodden with dark syrup, lay untouched on the plate in 
front of her, along with an over-easy egg more messed 
about than eaten. She looked tired: smile gone, a dark 
trace beginning to circle under her eyes. A tired little 
girl. The nights in the motel rooms were being as tough 
on her as they were on him. 

So you try sleeping with your hands tied behind you, 
Braemer told himself. See how bright-eyed you’d feel in 
the morning. He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. 
“You ready to go?’’ he asked. 

“Yeah, I guess so.’’ She lifted her head from where 
she had propped her chin in her hand, cheek pushed up 
and nearly shutting one eye. 

He felt mired in the same fatigue. At the cash register, 
paying the check, his thick fingers could barely fumble 
through the cash in his wallet. In his mouth, the sour 
taste of the alcohol necessary for the couple of hours of 
sleep he managed to get at night collected on his tongue 
in thick spittle. 

The days were starting to run together. 

They had reached Sacramento and, after spending 
one night in a motel there, had finally gotten off Into*- 
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state 5 and its endless straight miles north. Now they 
were heading east at last. Braemer didn’t even know the 
number of the highway, only that he had to lower the 
windshield visor against the sun glaring in his eyes in the 
mornings. 

Across the state border and into Nevada. Then 
another motel, just past Reno in the little town of 
Sparks. He knew they weren’t making very good time, 
that with steady driving, just sticking to the highway, he 
could have been putting a lot more miles between his 
daughter and his ex-wife. But the fatigue had begun to 
set in so early now, a couple of hours after the nights 
finally ended and whatever fast-food coffee was sitting 
in his stomach like cooling lead. A couple of hours on 
the highway, and the cars in the lane ahead of him 
would wave and split in two, merging together again 
only when he took one hand from the steering wheel and 
dug his fingernails into his other forearm, the pain 
sharp enough to clear the highway of its fog for a few 
more minutes. Sometimes that wasn’t enough, and his 
eyes would snap open at the rapid spatter of noise his 
front tire made as it drifted over the raised plastic dots 
separating the lanes. Once it had been the sharp blast of 
a truck’s air horn, and he had jerked out of his rolling 
daze to see the truck’s massive wheel, black rubber and 
blurring chrome bolts, inches away from his side 
window. He’d had to cut the steering wheel sharp out of 
the curve into which they both had been heading. 

Keep that up, he told himself—again, and you’ll get 
both yourself and Dee killed. That’d be a quick fix to 
your problems. Walking across the pancake house’s 
parking lot with her, he dug his key ring out of his pants 
pocket. He unlocked the car door on her side, and she 
climbed in. 

Going around to the other side, he started to fit the 
key into the door lock when he felt something wet on his 
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hands. He looked down and saw that the skin at the baU 
of his thumb, where he had run it across the key’s 
serrated edge, had been cut open, as though the little 
piece of metal were a razor-sharp saw blade. 

Amazed, he stared at the red line welling up from the 
tom skin. It grew nearly as wide as his thumb and 
trembled for a moment, a shining red oval, before it 
broke and streamed down the palm of his hand. 

For a moment he couldn’t move, could only watch his 
pulse beating at the source of the blood. His shirt cuff 
was soaked red before the current snapped in place 
inside him, and he wrapped his other hand around his 
thumb to squeeze the dny wound shut. 

The blood didn’t stop. For a second it was hidden 
under the knuckles pressed white. Then the red seeped 
between his fingers, as though each space between them 
were another wound, spilling out more blood than he 
had ever seen before. 

Dizzy, he lifted his hands clenched together, and the 
blood soaked through his sleeves to the elbows, dripping 
from there to the parking lot’s asphalt. 

The dizziness grew, his vision darkening with each 
surge from his heart to the wound. “Stop .. . stop it,’’ 
he whispered into his flsts. His legs gave way and he fell 
against the car. 

His hands were too weak against the blood, and they 
opened from each other. He felt the warmth between 
one outstretched palm and the car’s window. It smeared 
across the glass as he scrabbled at the door, his knees 
buckling. 

Through the red-stained glass he could see, faintly, 
his daughter leaning forward and staring intently at 
something through the windshield. “Dee—’’ 

She turned her head and looked at him. Another’s 
eyes, not hers, and another’s smile slowly lifting the 
corner of her mouth. Coming closer as he felt his face 
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press against the glass, sliding across the smeared blood. 

Then it was gone. 

Dee, eyes wide with fright, crouched in her seat and 
stared at him through the perfectly clear window. He 
pushed himself away from the car door, standing 
upright on wobbly legs. Slowly, he turned his hands, 
palms and backs and then palms again. They were gray 
with dust from the unwashed car. No blood anywhere, 
except in his heart slowing from a racing pitch. 

“Daddy—“ Dee had crawled across the seats, 
unlocked the door, and pushed it open. “Are you 
okay?“ 

Braemer moved his tongue, stiff in his mouth, wetting 
his dry lips. “I . . . I’m fine,” he said at last. 

“What’s wrong?** Dee’s voice trembled with fear. 

He caught a glimpse of his own drained-white face, 
reflected in the window. It was no wonder she was 
scared. “Nothing,” he said. “Everything’s okay, don’t 
worry about it. Just got a little . . . dizzy, is all.” He 
wiped his hands on his pants, sweat cutting the dust, 
trying to swallow the thick wad that had collected in his 
throat. Between his shoes he saw his key ring splayed 
out where he had dropped it. 

In the car, with Dee watching him in silence, he 
managed to get the ignition key into its slot. His 
unmarked hand still looked like a fragile miracle to him. 
Jesus Christ, he thought, that was a rough one. What¬ 
ever it was. The engine chugged into life. 

He had read somewhere of people who, for research 
or a half-assed desire to gel their names in The Guinness 
Book of World Records, had gone without sleep for 
days at a stretch. What had struck him as the worst 
effect those people had suffered, was the way that their 
dreams, unable to come out during sleep, had begun to 
filter into their waking world. And not dreams, but 
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nightmares—as if everyone had a source of self-brewed 
bad acid inside himself. And if it couldn’t be drained off 
safely while one slept, then it would seep across the 
brain’s tissues and into reality, a thin membrane over 
his face, with the worst night fears projected onto it. 

Maybe that’s what had happened. Braemer stroked 
his damp palms along the curve of the steering wheel. 
He certainly hadn’t been getting more than a couple of 
hours of sleep each night of this grim little trek, and 
most of that was a cross between alcohol stupor and the 
dull blanking-out from fatigue that gave no rest, only a 
sudden jerk of the muscles and the sight of the hands on 
his watch having crawled a few more spaces around the 
dial. 

The worse part of having your nightmares come while 
you’re awake—a grim realization—was that there might 
not be any waking up from them. 

Wonderful, he thought. That’s all we need right now. 
The nights, and the days, had already turned into night¬ 
mare enough, without something even worse under¬ 
neath breaking through. If pieces of the night were 
going to start coming out in Uie daylight, then the two 
of them were really going to be in deep shit. 

“Daddy—” Dee’s voice broke into his dark thoughts. 
“Are you okay?” 

He didn’t know how many minutes he had been 
sitting there, the engine running, while he gazed through 
the windshield at nothing. He forced his lips into a 
smile. “I’m flne,” he said, dropping one hand to the 
gearshift. “Ready to hit the road?” 

For a moment her eyes searched his face. “Sure,” she 
said softly. 

From outside the building he could smell it. Faint but 
unmistakable, curling in one’s nostrils like mold from 
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something he left forgotten too long in a closed cup¬ 
board. Something rotting in the warm, unstirring air of 
Los Angeles. 

Pedersen stood on the sidewalk, gazing up at the rows 
of, shattered or boarded-over windows. Strands of 
weeds as high as his knees, the stalks now dried into 
brittle yellow and brown, sprouted from the edges and 
cracks of the sidewalk. The gutters were filled with 
trash, cans with lettering faded from the sun, wadded 
newspapers baked to the same color as the weeds and 
crumbling to fragment with words that no one could 
speak on them. He had parked his panel truck blocks 
away; this street was empty except for the remains of 
some unidentifiable sedan with windows broken out and 
charred black upholstery, sitting low on its wheels with 
tires decayed into ragged gray strips around them. 

Anywhere but in a section of abandoned buildings 
like this one, caught between the receding of money and 
the coming of the wrecking crews, someone would have 
caught the odor by now. In another day or two they 
might even have called the police. But this little pocket 
was too isolated for even the stray vagrant or bag lady 
to have crawled to, looking for a hidden corner to build 
a nest of warm, urine-smelling rags. Here the odor 
could have run its course, growing stronger and more 
nauseating until one’s tongue would draw back into a 
ball at the base of the throat at the first trace of it. Then 
as more days passed, the smell would slowly fade into 
something dried and leathery. 

Pedersen stepped across the littered sidewalk to the 
building’s door. The whole place had the look of a 
warehouse that had been converted to some other use, 
maybe a clothing sweatshop, before the owners had shut 
it up without even torching it for the insurance, if any. 
A plain wooden door, the unpainted planks weathered 
to gray, hinges and a metal hasp pitted red with rust— 
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the only bright object was a new chrome padlock 
(Ijin gling near the door frame. 

He tugged at the lock, then went back to the truck 
and came back with a short pry-bar. The hasp’s screws 
pulled out of the dry wood with a sharp screech. He 
carried the bar with him as he pushed open the door and 
stepped into the darkness inside. 

The smell was stronger in the unlit corridor. Light 
slanting in from the door showed more trash heaped 
against a sagging set of stairs. The guardrail, hanunered 
together out of bare two-by-fours, swayed in his hand as 
the steps creaked under his weight. 

The door at the top was unlocked. The smell came 
from behind it, seeping through and into the wood. 
Pedersen stood outside for a moment, listening. He 
heard nothing. His broad hand lifted and swung the 
door aside. 

In the room there was more light from the windows 
that the boards had been pulled from, revealing the 
broken panes of glass. The light spilled across the floor 
of cracked linoleum to the comers. 

A utility sink against one wall, a smear of rust under 
the taps. Food scraps, greasy paper wadded into balls. 
A mattress with a corpse on it. 

Pedersen crossed the room, then stood looking down 
at the woman’s body. Naked, the skin gray under blood 
dried to a dull black. Beneath her, the mattress’ dirty 
striped cloth could barely be seen through the blood that 
had soaked into it. The flies had found the torn-open 
edges of her viscera. Their shiny, green-metal backs and 
gauze wings could be seen scurrying in the tangled 
entrails. The smell boiled upward from the corpse. He 
stooped down and brushed the stiff hair away from her 
face. Her eyes, open but filmed over with dull white 
cataracts, stared up at the ceiling. The cheeks were 
sunken, the teeth below outlined through the skin 


239 



drawing tight against bone. It was a face he had seen 
before, but not through his own eyes. 

His own face was expressionless as he stood up. He 
had known even before he found the building that he 
was too late, that there would be only the corpse in the 
room when he pushed open the door that he had seen 
dozens of times before without ever having stood in 
front of it. The woman, when she still had been a thing 
with a name, had been called Kathy, though a voice 
inside her would speak her sister’s name. That was all 
past now. The motion of the flies was the only life the 
flesh would hold. 

Pedersen stepped to the side of the window where he 
couldn’t be seen and looked down to the street. Another 
would be coming to this room. He knew that, could feel 
his approach through the vacant streets around the 
building. He leaned against the wall, watching and wait¬ 
ing for Jess to return. 

Braemer saw the sign marking the California state- 
border ahead at the side of the highway, and for a 
moment he couldn’t understand what it meant. He held 
the steering wheel and gazed at the sign coming closer, a 
flat official statement of geography. The other trafflc 
on the highway kept pace with the car, or pulled slowly 
ahead, gaining speed over the curve. 

’’Jesus Christ,” he said. It had suddenly dawned on 
him: he was heading west again, instead of east. Some¬ 
where he had gotten turned around, probably when 
pulling out of the pancake house parking lot that 
morning, had taken the wrong on-ramp and driven all 
the way back to the California border without realizing 
it. Instead of stretching out the distance between his 
daughter and his ex-wife, he had started retracing the 
road back down to the house in San Aurelio and its half¬ 
dead ghost in the upstairs bedroom. 
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“Shit.” Dee, curled up on her seat beside him, didn't 
hear. Her eyes were shut, and her mouth had fallen 
open. The last couple of mornings she had gone to sleep 
in the car right after they had started driving. That 
seemed to be more of a rest for her than the nights spent 
with her hands tied behind her. 

An off-ramp for a truck weighing station peeled away 
from the highway just past the border sign. Braemer 
started slowing the car, edging into the right lane. He 
could turn around in the station, get back on the high¬ 
way, and go back over the whole morning’s mileage, 
just to get back to where they had started. 

Shows how screwed up I’ve gotten, he thought 
wearily. He was tired already, tired of driving and tired 
of the motel rooms even narrower than the lanes on the 
freeway. If he hadn’t caught the California border 
sign—more like it had caught him—he could have kept 
rolling on in his semialert daze, hands turning the wheel 
and feet moving from brake to gas automatically, until 
he had either plowed them into the back of a truck or 
woken up in the middle of downtown Sacramento. The 
only thing all the coffee he poured into himself every 
morning did to keep him awake was to HU his bladder to 
the splitting point. He swung the car down the off¬ 
ramp, hoping that the weigh station had public rest¬ 
rooms. 

He glanced over to his daughter, still sleeping, her 
face pressed against the back of the seat. It’s rougher on 
her, he thought. She was so small, and paler now. There 
was a limit to how many days they could go on driving, 
to get to that place where the child would be out of the 
reach of her own mother. Since that morning when he 
had awakened in the dark motel room, switched on the 
hght, and seen that other face pulling the muscles of her 
face from beneath the skin, into a mask of bared teeth, 
and eyes hard and bright as an animal’s in an uncovered 


241 



hole—since then, Pedersen’s talk about Renee’s soul 
creeping into Dee’s mind had taken on more weight. He 
still didn’t know if he believed it, or believed anything 
other than just going on driving, racking up the miles 
away from that ragged-breathing death’s-head at the 
highway’s other end. 

Don’t take too long here, he told himself as he pulled 
into the weigh station, you got a long ways to go. He 
parked away from the trucks, the diesels murmuring 
softly as they sat or chuffing black smoke as they 
rumbled from under the tall shelters over the scales and 
back onto the highway. 

A small rest area, complete with picnic benches, had 
been set up in a cleared space behind the station. A red- 
wood-sided building with gentlemen painted on one 
side and ladies on the other was at the end of a gravel 
walkway. 

Dee was still out; it took a lot to wake her from these 
naps. Braemer locked the car door and headed for the 
rest-room, his shoes crunching on the path’s white 
stones. 

A few minutes later, the rubber ball in his gut deflated 
again, he walked back toward the car. Over by the 
nearest truck, he could hear voices shouting. 

“That fuckin’ coil’s gone out again!’’ The truck was 
a big refrigerator rig, long white sides with ARcnc(H.D 
painted on in frost-blue letters. Chrome strips outlined, 
the edges and doors of the freezer section behind the 
Kenworth cab. One of the drivers, stocky and pissed 
off, had just pulled his head and shoulders from an 
open hatch at the front of the trailer, and was wiping his 
blackened hands on a rag. The other driver, hands dug 
into his back pockets, lowered his head and spat on the 
asphalt. 

“I’m gonna make that asshole at the lot eat that piece 
of junk!’’ The driver’s face was red and darkening. 
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•‘We’ll be hauling a goddamn maggot factory into 
Fresno at this rate.” He jerked a thumb toward the 
building by the scales. “Go call dispatch and tell ’em 
we’re gonna be here a couple of hours while I work on 
this thing.” 

“Think ya can fix it?” 

“How the fuck should I know? Christ almighty.” 

The other driver peered into the dark space inside the 
hatch, spat again, and headed for the pay telephone, 
brushing past Braemer with his hands still jammed in 
the back of his grease-stained jeans. 

Before Braemer got the key into the car’s door lock, 
he heard the truck driver sliding open the tali side door 
of the freezer section, rattling on its metal track. He 
looked over his shoulder and saw the driver pull himself 
up into the freezer, then disappear into the front, 
presumably where the malfunction was. 

With the truck’s side door open, Braemer could see 
the cargo. Frozen beef carcasses, gutted and skinned, 
hanging from the pointed curves of hooks thrust 
through the thick lumps of what had been the cattle’s 
necks. The truncated animal corpses dangled from rails 
running the length of the freezer section, one row 
behind another—dark red flesh marbled with yellow- 
white fat, stumps where the legs had been sawn off, 
deep hollows where the ribs could be seen bending back 
to the spines. On the carcasses closest to the door, the 
thin layer of frost steamed with contact from the 
warmer air outside. 

A truck full of dead meat. Braemer felt nothing look¬ 
ing inside it, not even a twinge of distaste. With the beef 
frozen, there wasn’t even an odor drifting across to him, 
like the sharp smell of blood and sawn bone that hit one 
stepping into a butcher shop. In the freezer section, they 
seemed cleaner, more hygienic, a factory product. 

Tough luck for the cows, is all, thought Braemer. He 
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had enough problems already without contemplatmll 
vegetarianism. And if you ate a hamburger, you had toi 
Hgure that brown disk of gristle and grease inside th^ 
bun had come from somewhere, that somebody in red* 
stained overalls and a hard hat had brought the hammer? 
down right between the pak of big eyes fringed withj 
lashes delicate as your own. Happens all the time. Righti 
on the... what was it called? The killing floor; that was>;^ 
it- 

He shook his head to clear away the bleak reverie into 
which his thoughts had drifted. Something about the‘ 
sight of the frozen carcasses, hanging silent in the 
freezer’s dark interior, had tripped him up for a 
moment. In his present fatigued condition, he felt a 
certain kinship with a stiff side of beef. He started to 
turn away, back to fumbling with the key, when he' 
glimpsed the small carct^s hanging just inside the 
freezer door. 

The icy interior of the truck reached out and envelop¬ 
ed him, drawing his skin tight, as he saw the thing 
clearer. Another carcass, gutted and skinned like the 
others, but much smaller and shaped differently, 
lacking the huge swelling chests and thick loins of the 
beef carcasses. Another difference—the head was still 
attached, lolling forward against the point of the hook 
thrust through the slender neck. 

The head had a face on it. Frost steam drifted away 
from the slack cheeks, the mouth stretched open, the 
eyes turned upward to show dead, blank white. 

Thick, dark hair, as fine as a baby’s, fell across the 
exposed flesh and tendons of the body’s shoulders. 

His daughter’s dark hair. Dee’s face. 

He felt the nausea well up through his fatigue. His 
heart raced with fear, not fear of anything hanging from 
a hook in the truck’s chill space, but the fear of seeing 
things that weren’t really there. The fear of losing it, of 
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losing the grip of one’s senses upon the world, so that 
another world tacked together of frozen corpses and 
blood came bubbling up in one’s head. And then what 
use were you? It would be hard to rack up much mileage 
on the highway while your horror-show flashes were 
busy turning the other cars into things filled with gristle 
and raw flesh with no skin. Driving like that would be 
some fun all right, for as long as it would take for him 
to spook himself into a guardrail at a nice safe and sane, 
ha-ha, fifty-five miles per hour. 

It’s not there, he told himself; there’s nothing there. 
He leaned back against the car and squeezed his eyes 
shut. But the vision remained. Behind his eyelids he 
could still see the small body hanging, head twisted to 
one side to make room for the hook protruding through 
the throat like a new steel tongue. The limbs had been 
sawn away—he could see the white bones at the center 
of the stumps remaining, the skin of the small, naked 
thighs peeled away to reveal flesh even more naked. 
Inside the gutted body cavity, the delicate fingers of her 
ribs arched. 

It’s not there, it’s all in your mind, this is just fatigue 
toxins, dream residue seeping into the real world. She’s 
really inside the car right behind you, right where you 
left her, sleeping all curled up on the seat, nothing 
wrong. If you open your eyes that other thing will be 
gone, there won’t be any little corpse hanging from a 
hook. Open your eyes and it’s just a truck full of frozen 
beef. 

He couldn’t force them open. His eyes stayed shut, 
the lids trembling over the sockets. Come on—thoughts 
pleading with themselves—it’s not really there. Come 
on, come on, I suppose this truck makes deliveries to 
some obscure restaurant that has Prime Rib of Little 
Girl on the menu—when available—and while you were 
in the rest room they spotted Dee in the car, popped her 
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out, whack-whack with the cleavers, and hung her up ia 
the truck? Jesus Christ, you brain’s not just dred, it's 
sick. 

The vision stayed, clear in tte dark field behind his 
eyelids, and still he couldn’t open them. He was afraid 
to. If he opened his eyes and a gutted body in the trudc 
still had Dm’s face attached to it, it would mean that the 
madness had sunk deeper into him, to some level where 
it couldn’t be rooted out. Go away, make it go away, his 
thoughts ran on. In his mind’s eye he saw the little 
han^ng body shift on its hook, as though the flesh was 
thawing, blood melting from red ice into thin rivulets 
inside the ribcage, drops pattering onto the floor. The 
face moved, he could see it and it wouldn’t stop, the 
mouth opening wider and the tongue gagging forward, 
the moan of pain choking around the steel hook spear¬ 
ing the neck.... Then he heard the sound, not a moan 
but the edge of laughter cutting through the roaring of 
his own blood in his ears. 

The truck’s side door rattled, sliding along its metal 
track. It slammed shut, followed by the sound of the 
latch falling into place and the snap of a lock. 

Braemer opened his eyes, to bright sunlight and the 
truck’s closed door. Nothing showed but the white side 
and frost-blue letters. Whatever horrors were inside 
were now safely sealed away. 

His shoulders relaxed with his breath in a gasp. Under 
his aims, his shirtsleeves felt clammy. Jesus, he thought. 
That had been a rough one, worse than the business 
with his bleeding hand that morning. He shook his 
head, nmning his shaking Angers through his hair. 
Much more of this, and he’d be ready to turn himself in 
to the hatch. That would be one way to get the nice long 
rest he needed. 

He heard the door to the truck’s cab swing open. 
Looking across to it, he saw the driver who had gone to 
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the pay phone. With one foot up, ready to pull himself 
into the cab, the driver glanced over and smiled at 
Braemer. 

For a moment, Braemer squinted, the sun blurring his 
vision. He could see the driver’s thin face breaking into 
a grin—gaps in the yellow teeth, leering secret know¬ 
ledge. ... The face of the vagrant outside the apartment 
building in Los Angeles, with its constant manic grin 
and cracked Bible verses, winked at Braemer before dis¬ 
appearing into the truck’s cab. 

Hands trembling, Braemer turned around to unlock 
the car door and saw the two empty seats inside. Dee 
wasn’t in the car. 

He whirled around, hands flattened against the door, 
and scanned the parking lot. Rows of trucks, and 
nothing else, “Dee!” he shouted, his voice cracking on 
the sour taste that had surged up into his throat. 

Gravel crunched under shoes nearby. He turned and 
saw Dee passing between the picnic benches. In a few 
strides he had her, kneeling down and grasping her 
arms, his face close to hers. He saw her eyes wince shut, 
and knew his grip on her was too tight. “Where did you 
go?” he said, letting his hands go looser but still holding 
on to her. “Where were you?” 

“I had to go.” She pulled one arm free and pointed to 
the rest-room. “Over there.” 

He stood up, his hand resting on her shoulder. “All 
right. But next time don’t leave the car unless you’ve 
told me where you’re going.” 

“Okay.” She glanced from the car to the highway. 
“Daddy, are we going back home?” She had figured 
out the change in direction. 

He shook his head. “No, sweetheart. I just. . . made 
a wrong turn, is all. We have to keep on going the way 
we were.” 

A slight tremor worked the back of his knees as they 
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walked to the car. Beyond his fatigue, which had readn 
ed spine-draining proportions, the solidness of the 
ground itself had been put into doubt. The earth ke|M 
gaping open, showing its razor teeth and the smaU 
creatures torn by them. 

He opened the door for Dee and she climbed in. 
Wearily, he pulled himself in behind the steering wheel 
and turned the key in the ignition. Swinging around 
onto the highway, in the right direction—east—this 
time, he hunched his shoulders against the tension 
strapped into the muscles. Sunlight washed across the 
windshield, the air clean enough to see the edges of the 
mountains etched sharp against blue. He drove, leaving 
the refrigerator truck and everything it held behind him. 

There was one part of what he had seen back at the 
weigh station that was still rattling against the sides of 
his skull. Everything else—the frozen little corpse, the 
mouth opening—was falling back into memory. But the 
laughter he’d heard while his eyes had been sealed with 
fright, the laughter went on echoing in his head. He 
hadn’t recognized it then, and it had taken him several, 
minutes to sort through the accumulated years to when 
he’d heard it last. Then he knew. 

It had been Renee’s laughter. 

Pedersen heard the footsteps on the sidewalk below, 
then saw the shadow of the approaching figure fall 
across the dry v/eeds and cracked cement. He flattened 
himself against the wall by the window and watched Jess 
come up the street to the front of the building, walking, 
witli the wary, immediate grace of a predator, keeping 
itself hid from its prey. 

The building’s door was right below the window from 
which Pedersen watched. Jess’s shoulders drew up, 
visibly startled, when he spotted the broken hasp. His 
hand, with the key to the padlock in it, flinched away 
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from the metal dangling from the splintered wood—an 
animal’s motion, spotting the trap just before the catch 
was sprung. He backed a few steps away, hands out¬ 
stretched, turning slowly to bring all the rest of the 
street into view. 

Sunlight darted off the mirrors of his glasses as his 
ga7fi flicked upward, from one dust-clouded window to 
the next. Above him, Pedersen stayed frozen in his 
position, hidden from view, the rise and fail of his chest 
stilled. Jess reached and pushed open the bare wooden 
door, then raised his glasses with one hand to squint 
painfully into the darkness of the corridor behind it. He 
stood for a long moment, turning his head a few 
degrees, as if the sharpness of his hearing could better 
penetrate the space inside. Finally, he lowered his 
glasses again and stepped cautiously through the door¬ 
way, out of view of the window above. 

Pedersen pushed himself away from the wall. With a 
lightness inconsistent with his bulk, he stepped quickly 
across the floor, his feet making no sound on the crack¬ 
ed linoleum. He crouched down in the darkness by the 
side of the door. 

On the stairway outside the room, Jess’s footsteps 
could be heard, rising slowly from one wooden step to 
the next. When they halted on the landing outside the 
door, Pedersen balanced forward on the balls of his 
feet, his arms held loose and ready on his knees. His 
breath halted as he waited. 

The silence on both sides of the door stretched, a 
chain of seconds passing one by one. The only sound 
<^^e from the flies hovering over the object on the dark 
mattress against the wall. Then the door’s thin wood 
cracked, the noise splitting tiie air, as the rusted catch 
pulled away from the frame. The door flew open and 
slapped against the wall. The flat of Jess’s boot hung 
for a moment in air, where he had kicked the door. 
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Pedersen leaped, uncoiling. He caught hold of Jess’s 
foot, pulling him off balance. The landing’s wooden 
guardrail cracked, almost breaking through, as the ridge 
of Jess’s spine hit against it. 

One hand clawed across Pedersen’s face, digging for j 
his eyes, as Pedersen pressed his weight to his forearm ■ 
across Jess’s throat. A hissing intake of breath bared 
Jess’s teeth as he jammed his knees up into Pedersen’s 
ribs. 

Pedersen got to his feet, pulling Jess upright with 
him, the front of his jacket wadded in the huge hands. 
Jess’s arms flew wide as the other lifted him clear of the 
landing, turning and then throwing him through the 
open doorway into the room. 

Jess roiled on bis side as he landed, scrambling onto 
his feet in one fluid motion. The mirror-lensed glasses, 
torn loose from his face, spun glittering into the 
mounded trash in one corner. He stood crouching, 
knees bent as though ready to spring at the throat of his 
opponent, his own face reddened with blood as his chest 
labored for the breath that had been choked out of him. 

Pedersen stepped into the room from the landing, 
closing the door, its lower panel split in two, behind 
himself. He rested his hands on his hips, waiting and 
watching the figure trapped in the room. 

His breath slowing, Jess straightened. His eyes were 
knife-slits focused on Pedersen. “What are you doing 
here?’’ he said, voice flattened to a cold edge. 

For a fraction of a second, Pedersen closed his eyes. 
They were sadder when he looked again at the other. 
“You knew I’d be here someday,’’ he said quietly. 
“You knew the time would come.’’ 

A smile thin as his slitted eyes creased Jess’s face. 
“How did you find this place? 1 didn’t think there was 
anybody who could tell you where my little . . . retreat 
was.’’ 
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‘‘I’ve been looking a long time,” said Pedersen. 
“Through my eyes, and yours. You were very clever 
about that, but then you knew, didn’t you, that I was 
there to catch whatever scraps I could pick up of your 
seeing. So you would slink here like an anii^ in the 
dark, from gutter to gutter, keeping your thoughts blank 
so there would be no clue as to where your feet were 
carrying you. And then when you were safely hidden in 
your little hole, you would focus your awareness again, 
letting me see everything that went on in this room. All 
so clever, Jess. It took my piecing together every 
glimpse of sidewalk, every trace of moonlight across a 
building front, to And this place. But I did find it.” 

“I’m glad you found it.” Jess’s smile edged wider. ”I 
was hoping to see you again. That’s why 1 came back 
here. And you’ve come just in time, haven’t you?” 

Pedersen folded his arms, across his chest. “I’m too 
late for all I wanted to do. To save her.” He nodded 
toward the form on the mattress. The corpse was hidden 
under one of the thin blankets he had found wadded in a 
pile on the floor—he had brushed the.flies away before 
drawing it across the tom belly and staring face. ”But 
there’s time for the rest that has to be done.” 

Jess’s laughter battered the walls. The space between 
him and Pedersen formed a line from which he hung 
suspended, his back arched against the loop of an in¬ 
visible rope. Veins and tendons stood out against his 
throat, as his howling face turned up to the cobwebbed 
ceiling. 

“You ... stupid ... shit.” His face drew back into a 
ridged mask from the grin pressing his lips bloodless 
against his wet teeth. He rose up, elbows jammed into 
his ribs, the insides of his wrists turned out, fists 
trembling in ecstasy. “You fool, you burat-out old 
fool! You don’t have time! You’re too late for every¬ 
thing!” 
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Pedersen stood silent, the storm of laughter breaking 
against him, waves on rock. “I’m sorry,” he ^aid at 
last. “What’s happened is my fault. But it is too late for 
you, Jess. All sins can be forgiven, but some paths can’t 
be retraced.” 

Jess gazed at him, his breath panting through his 
jagged smile. “Save that for your little flock of sheep,” 
he said. “You keep them in line real well with that pious 
bullshit. Do your deep-breathing exercises, children, 
and Daddy will lead you all to the promised land, where 
your scrubbed-clean little souls can just sparkle in the 
sun forever. They really lap that shit up, don’t they? But 
you knew I didn’t buy it, and that’s why you bounced 
me out—because you knew I was on to it, me and Renee 
and the couple of others that went with us, you knew 
we’d found the real way to do what we wanted. And we 
weren’t afraid to take it, either. That’s why you had to 
get rid of us—so your little flock of sheep wouldn’t find 
out that we could do what their windbag teacher 
couldn’t!” With each of his last words, his finger 
jabbed the air between them. 

“There was a time,” said Pedersen, “when I could 
have helped you. But no more. What you’ve done to 
your soul can’t be undone. The blackened rock inside 
you won’t be washed away even by death. When your 
body dies and rots in this world, in the other one that 
stone will still lie buried from the light.” 

“You’re the one who’s afraid of death, not me.” Jess 
stepped quickly to the mattress and yanked the blanket 
away. He knelt down and lifted the corpse, his hands 
cupped in the hollows of the dangling arms. The slack, 
naked limbs flopped against him as he spun about with 
it to the center of the room. 

“I’ve eaten death up,” said Jess, laying his face 
against the blood-crusted head with its clouded eyes 
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and mouth open in an unheard scream. He swayed, eyes 
closed, a man dancing in parody with a string-jointed 
doll. The gray skin broke and pulled away from the 
angle of the jaw beneath as its head lolled forward on a 
twisted neck. “Everybody can rot,” Jess’s voice a 
crooning whisper, “and I’ll still be with the living, going 
from one sweet little child to the next, eating each one 
from inside, one after another. ...” 

The dance ended, the corpse tom from Jess’s grasp 
and crumpling to the floor. Pedersen gripped Jess’s 
shoulders, lifting him clear off the floor. 

Their eyes locked and held, one face snarling, the 
other set like a fist. 

Pedersen pulled a few inches away from the thing he 
had seen at the depths of the other’s eyes. “It’s not 
Jess,” he said softly. “It’s not Jess, is it. He went too 
near the fire. He came to eat, and was . . ; eaten. You 
were stronger than he was.” 

The snarl broke into words, Jess’s throat and tongue 
twisting into another’s voice. “Fuck you,” said Renee, 
mocking laughter curled beneath. 

Jess’s forearm lashed across the side of Pedersen’s 
face as he tore free of the larger man’s hands. The blow 
staggered Pedersen back a couple of paces. 

In the fraction of a second before he regained his 
balance, Pedersen felt Jess—the thing inside Jess— 
claw past him. The door crashed against the wall, 
followed by rapid footsteps down the stairs. He didn’t 
have to go to the window to hear the sound of running 
from the sidewalk below fading up the street. 

He stood for a moment in the center of the room, the 
space filled with silence once again. He waited, then, 
head bowed and'shoulders rounding into an old man’s, 
bent slowly down to the corpse sprawled on the floor. 
Cradling it in his arms, he carried it to the mattress and 
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laid it down. After crossing the arms across the gutted 
abdomen and smoothing the jaw closed with his hand, 
he stood up again. 

For a while longer he stood over the body, until the 
room was drained of light, and the forms inside swal¬ 
lowed up by shadows. 

The house was quiet now, empty except for Carol and 
her sister locked in sleep upstairs. She stood leaning 
against the kitchen doorway, a double handful of pieces 
of stiff paper clutched to her breast, and listened to the 
silence broken only by the sound of breathing from the 
bedroom above her. 

There had been a child in the house once, whose 
laughter and talk had bounced against the walls like a 
bright-colored rubber ball. That had been nice; she re¬ 
membered those days as all stmny. The little girl was 
gone now, and that had driven Carol to grief for a long 
time. But now she found it easy to wait. Her brother 
Jess had brought the child back here to her real home 
once before, and he would do it again. He was out there 
somewhere looking for her right now. In the meantime, 
there was a lot to do. 

She switched on the kitchen light—evening had 
settled dark around the house—and carried the stack of 
old photographs to the table. Pulling one of the chairs 
back, she sat down and spread out the pictures. 

Black and white and gray shades. Old snapshots, a 
few studio portraits, family faces in blurred vignettes. 
Old cars, the front of this house when it was new and 
fresh-painted, people squinting into the sun behind the 
camera. Time had been frozen into a gray block, then 
sliced into thin pieces. 

None of the photographs was whole. Each had some 
part torn or scissored off, leaving a tattered or razor- 
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straight edge running through the little family scenes. 
Half the pieces were yellowed and faded from the years 
of exposure in the frames out of which Carol had taken 
them a little while ago. The other pieces had been 
protected from light inside the cover of the album she 
had found in the cellar. 

One by one, she began to search through them, 
matching each photograph with its missing piece, tom 
edge against another frayed segment, scissor-cut lined 
up with its mate. As she found each pair, she placed it 
carefully above the remaining jumble, as though putting 
together a jigsaw puzzle. 

She tried not to look deep into each picture as she put 
the pieces together, but she already knew what they 
showed, what Hgure was hdd in the pieces that had been 
cut away and hidden. Her hands worked on, shuffling 
through the flat black*and-white fragments. 

Although it was a different room, a different motel, 
the TV set seemed to be the same one. Late news mur¬ 
mured on, from the TV’s angled perch across from the 
two beds: bombed-out mbble somewhere in the Middle 
East, and outside a church or mosque—Braemer 
couldn’t tell which—a plain wooden coffin swaying 
above a shouting crowd, as though it were floating 
down a river of hands and faces. 

Braemer sat on one of the beds, his back propped 
against the wall, his eyes seeing but making no sense of 
the images jumbling into one another on the black-and- 
white screen. A bathroom tumbler with a half-inch of 
warm Scotch filled the hand resting on his outstretched 
leg. 

The coffin being carried by the TV mourners might as 
well have held the day’s murdered remains, a crumpled- 
up calendar page. A complete waste. Braemer liftol his 
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hand and took another sip, letting the liquid etch its 
warmth into his chest. On the screen a woman smiled at 
a carton of toothpaste. 

The two of them. Dee and hipiself, were back in the 
town of Sparks, no farther east on the road leading 
away from San Aurelio and Renee than they had been 
the night before. After turning the car around at the 
weigh station, leaving behind the refrigerator truck with 
its load of frozen blood and meat—some real, some hal¬ 
lucinated—his shaking hands had steered them back 
along the highway and over the Nevada border for the 
second time. Even before they had gotten through 
Reno, he had realized he was burned out, holding the 
car on the road by clamping his teeth on his lower lip 
until the white dashes on the concrete would stop waver¬ 
ing and merge into a single line. The vision inside the 
truck, the child’s body dangling from a steel hook, had 
drained him of what little strength the previous night’s 
fragmented sleep had given him. 

If he had gone on driving like that, his head snapping 
back from the heavy drag of his chin toward his chest, 
eyes wide to focus the slipping road back underneath the 
car, the last time he’d wake up would be to the sound of 
the car’s metal ripping open to spill Dee and him out 
against a guardrail. As soon as they had hit Sparks, he 
had pulled off the highway and onto the row of fast- 
food shops and motels they had started out from that 
morning. 

He wound up losing a half-block of distance in the 
whole round trip. Not wanting to pull into the same 
motel—Braemer figured that his fatigue-darkened face 
and trembling hands aroused enough suspicion already 
—he’d taken a room in one not even as far down the 
street as the last motel had been. 

At this rate, he’d thought as he’d moved the car 
around to the side of the motel, we’d do better just 
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staying right here. The idea was tempting. He could feel 
his bones like hinged iron rods dragging through his 
flesh to the ground. 

A quarter-inch of Scotch remained in the glass, just 
enough to color the clear bottom. Braemer swallowed 
the heat, looking over at the other bed. In the bluish 
light from the TV, Dee was a huddled shape under the 
blanket, her face turned to the wall, only her hair 
showing tangled across the pillow. The blanket rose and 
fell with the slow rhythm of her breathing. 

When they had gotten settled into the room. Dee had 
shaken her head when he’d asked if she wanted any 
lunch. He’d gotten the same response to a suggestion of 
taking her soccer ball to a nearby park and kicking it 
around. All she’d apparently felt like doing was flop¬ 
ping on her stomach on the motel bed and staring 
silently at the hectic gray shadows of daytime TV, 
without even bothering to switch channels, any program 
as good as another. She had looked pale, skin fading to 
porcelain, the circles around her eyes growing fright¬ 
eningly darker and hollower—a small figure cropped 
from old photos of factory children in the nineteenth 
century, with only the dingy frock changed to jeans and 
a red T-shirt. 

She’d picked up a dragging sniffle from somewhere, 
the start of a cold—Braemer hoped that was all it was. 
The sound of her breathing, just audible under the TV’s 
noise, had a soft, liquid edge to it. What if she’s really 
sick? he thought. The Scotch blurred the outlines of his 
worries but didn’t take them away. Maybe all the 
driving, the escape up the highway, had exhausted her 
even more than it had done to him. There was only so 
much strength in a child, less in one that had gone 
through as much as Dee had. If he had come to the end 
of his rope, then maybe she had already let go of hers, 
falling away from him. 
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This is the real nightmare, he thought. The last smoky 
drops of Scotch seeped around his tongue to the saliva 
beneath. On top of the low chest of drawers under the 
TV stood the bottle, two-thirds of it air and the mingled 
ghosts of a week’s motel rooms. A picked-at hamburgN* 
and bag of fries, the cold remains of Dee’s supper, lay in 
the middle of a flattened paper bag. Braemer looked at 
the tittle domestic scene through half-closed eyes. Not 
the thumb gushing out more blood than it could 
possibly hold, or the rolling freezer with his daughter’s 
body hung inside—this small rocrni, space boxed inside 
four cinder-block walls, this was the nightmare to be 
feared. It held just the two of them, father and 
daughter, all the rest of the world left behind, mile¬ 
stones on a highway unraveling into distance, thread 
from the ragged edge of memory. A string of days had 
gone by without his phoning Sarah in Los Angeles. He 
knew she would be worried sick about him, wondering 
what had happened to them, what road had swallowed 
them up without a trace. But there was nothing he could 
do. The point at which he could have fed quarters into a 
pay phone, dialed, and exposed himself to her voice was 
long past, lost on the highway or in one of the sterilized 
motel rooms along the way. 

You’re too messed up to talk to her, you’ll worry her 
more if she hears you talking like this, she could pick up 
the exhaustion and crazy stuff cracking behind your 
voice, you’re too messed up . . . That had been what 
he’d told himself when he’d found himself unable to 
step outside the room and walk down to a phone booth 
outside the motel’s office. He’d stayed lying frozen on 
top of the b»l, his hands cradling the back of his head. 
Letting the noise of whatever program Dee had tuned 
in on the room’s TV flow across him, or listening to her 
breath as she slept. That was what he’d told himself to 
begin with, but alr«uly he knew it wasn’t the truth. 
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Lying on the bed, he knew it, a stone in a hollow 
space inside him. The truth was that the telephone, and 
any voice he could hear over the miles of wire, Sarah’s 
included—all that belonged to -that other worjd he and 
Pee had left behind. That other world was still going on 
somewhere out of his reach, the figures in it going about 
their business as they always had, always would. His 
memory of them was as remote as the people the TV 
held, phosphor dots coupling and uncoupling in pat¬ 
terns bounced by satellite from far away. 

All that really mattered to him now was right in the 
motel room with him. A little three-person world: 
father, child, and the shifting presence of the mother. 
She’s here, thought Braemer, balancing the empty glass 
on his stomach. Something else that he knew, had 
Finally become convinced of. Pedersen was right. When 
one gets tired and scared enough, then the truth breaks 
through the walls one built against it. 

He could feel Renee in the room, silent and waiting. 
His own exhaustion, and the Scotch on top of it, filtered 
out of his blood. The big world could go on forever, but 
this one in the motel room was being drawn to a close, a 
string pulled by a hand he couldn’t see. The blood and 
death he had seen on his own hand and in the truck were 
what was underneath when the fabric wore thin, and 
now the whole thing was going to come apart like rotted 
cloth. 

He set the glass on the floor, got up, and turned the 
sound on the TV all the way down, leaving the mottled 
black-and-white glow to dimly light the room. Outside, 
the noise of traffic on the street and the highway a little 
farther off—not much of it, just after midnight—faded 
in the dark. He sat back down on the edge of the bed to 
wait. 

It didn’t take long. A few teasing minutes, the 
warmth of the Scotch dying in his stomach, then some- 
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thing else moved under the shadows thrown by the TV 
screen. 

The shape that was his daughter sleeping under the 
blanket on the other bed stirred, stretching out from 
where it had been curled. The back of the child’s head 
moving against the hollowed pillow, the child’s face 
turning away from the wall and toward him as he 
. watched. Dee’s eyes opraed slowly, lazily hooded, a 
half-smile forming when she caught sight of him. 
“Dave,” she said quietly. 

It was Dee’s voice, but different. He could recognize 
the other voice speaking in her throat and mouth. He 
said nothing, waiting for its next words. 

“Take these off, Dave.” Dee’s shoulders hunched 
upward, drawing her bound hands against the blanket. 
“They’re so tight, they’re hurting me. Take them off, 
Dave. I won’t do anything—I just want to talk with 
you.” 

“No,” he said. His tongue was thick in his mouth. 

“Are you scared?” The smile—Renee’s smile—on 
Dee’s face turned coquettish, the eyes watching him 
and turning bright with their own light. “There’s 
nothing to be scared of.” 

“No,” he said. “I’m not scared.” It was the truth— 
he wasn’t. He knew now that he had been waiting for 
this moment for a long time, almost from the beginning. 
Hoping for it, underneath the layers of all his other 
thoughts, since Pedersen had told him of Renee coming 
back inside Dee’s body. Whatever words had gone 
unsaid when Renee had fallen inside the lock of her 
coma, those words could be said now. Not fear, but 
another emotion which trembled in his arras and the 
limit of his chest, had moved inside him. 

“You’re not?” In the dim light, the face against the 
pillow looked more like Renee than Dee. “I’m glad, 
Dave. Now we can talk. It’s been years and years, and 
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all this time I wanted to speak to you, say things to you, 
and I couldn’t. That’s why I came back, Dave. All for 
you.” 

Renee’s voice was clearer now, the child’s voice swal¬ 
lowed up in it. The smile and the light in her eyes was of 
self-pleased cleverness, crueler and filled with more 
avarice than any child’s could be. Braemer felt the hair 
on the back of his neck grow erect, not with fright but 
like a dog standing its ground against two yellow eyes in 
a dark hole with the stink of an unsatisfled hunger 
around them. “What do you want?” he said. 

“ ‘What do you want.’ ” Renee’s voice mocked him. 
“You don’t know, do you, Dave? I’ve got what I want. 
I wanted to be alive—and I am. I like it, Dave. It’s nice 
being alive.” The word nice lengthened into an overripe 
morsel between Dee’s tongue and teeth. “1 know what 
it’s like not to be alive. Oh, I’ve been to that other place, 
and I’m not going back. I don’t have to. I’m here, Dave 
—with you. Oh, no, Dave, the question isn’t what I 
want. It’s what you want.” 

This is a corpse talking. He closed his eyes, feeling the 
nausea well up inside him. Dead words. Inside his eye¬ 
lids he could see a bedroom in a house in San Aurelio. 
The hospital smell of disinfectant masking decay traced 
inside his nostrils. Corpse words'. The voice that spoke 
was the voice from inside the body curling around a 
withered skeleton’s gut on that bed in that room. The 
smile was a skull’s on a pillow, a feeding tube snaking 
into the dark hole above the yellowing mouth. 

“There’s nothing wrong, Dave.” The voice soothed 
low at his ear. “Everything’s fine now. You can have 
what you want now. We’re together again. It’U be . . . 
nice.” 

He opened his eyes. Somewhere under the face 
returning his gaze was his daughter, but he couldn’t see 
her. The TV’s flickering light drew the shadows of 
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Renee’s face onto the blanket. “Why aren’t you dead?” 
he murmured. 

The other voice turned sharper, almost breaking into 
laughter. “But you didn’t want me to die,’’ said Renee. 
“You never did. Maybe it was you who brought me 
back. You didn’t want me to go the first time I left' you, 
and you never stopped. You just went on. All those 
years, and you couldn’t forget. I walked out on you, but 
you couldn’t stop loving me. You poor thing. That was 
why you saw so much of Dee, went on taking her home 
on the weekends with you—because you could see me in 
her. You wanted to have that little piece of me with you 
all the time.” 

Her words caught him up, erased the time and events 
between this night and the last time he had spoken face- 
to-face with her, years ago. An old conversation, inter¬ 
rupted and now continued. A simmering anger that had 
never died out glowed a notch higher inside him. “I 
never loved you,” he said. “That was just being sick 
and stupid on my part. And then I learned to hate you 
so much—when I heard what happened to you, when I 
saw you like that, I could taste it. It was like I had your 
blood in my mouth.” 

The smile didn’t waver. “But I’m here now, aren’t I? 
What you always wanted in your little girl, and now you 
can have it.” 

“Get out.” His own face was drawn rigid, muscles 
pulled against bone. “There was never anything of you 
in Dee. She’s not your child, she’s mine.” 

“But you’re wrong, Dave. You’re always so wrong. 
There’s everything of me inside her, inside this little 
body. And nothing left of Dee. Do you know what I 
mean, Dave? There’s nothing left of her, there’s only 
me now. Every time I came inside her, I ate a little more. 
A little more every time. And you didn’t even know it. 
Sometimes you thought you were talking to her, your 
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little girl, and it was really me looking up at you mth her 
eyes, listening to you and smiling and saying, ‘Yes, 
Daddy; no. Daddy; I love you. Daddy.’ And then I 
would eat a little bit more of her. She’d be screaming 
inside, and you couldn’t even hear her. Until she was all 
gone. And now there’s just me. There’s just me and 
you, Dave. All alone. And now you can do what you 
want.” 

‘‘Shut up.” His own blood was hot in his face. ‘‘Shut 

..n 

up. 

The face’s smile had become manic in its intensity, 
the eyes bright points of light against the TV’s wash. 
‘‘It’s what you’ve always wanted, it’s what you’ve 
wanted for so long. I know what you want, and it’ll be 
nice, it’ll be so nice. I want it too, now.” The child’s 
body twisted about on the bed, spilling the blanket to 
the floor. Lying on her stomach, face pressed against 
the pillow, the child lifted her hands from the small of 
her back, the thin wrists still bound together by the tom 
strips of cloth with which Braemer had tied them. 
‘‘Take these off, Dave, they’re so tight. Or do you like it 
better this way?” The smile on the child’s face grew 
wider, filled with conspiratorial glee. ‘‘Is that the way 
you like it?” 

Something hot beat against his temples from inside, 
trying to break through the shell of bone and drown the 
room. His breath Filled the space, a few feet, between 
himself and the thing that moved inside his daughter’s 
body. 

‘‘It’ll be nice, it’ll be so nice,” it crooned, an idiot 
savor wet on the lips it spoke through. The rounded 
corner of a pale shoulder drew close to the neck, show¬ 
ing naked through the loose collar of the pajama top. 

“Shut up.” His vision had darkened, red to black. 
All he could hear was the voice, curling over the 
laughter beneath. 
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**You*ll like it, it’ll be me again, what you’ve wanted 
for so long, now you can do all you want to me, only 
now it’ll be with this nice sweet little body, and you’ll 
like that, too, won’t you? Won’t you? I like it, it’s nice, 
it’s mine now, and I do whatever I want with it, I touch 
it in there and it feels nice, it feels so nice—” 

He felt the back of his head strike something hard, 
the wall behind the bed he sat on. For a moment, he saw 
above him the rotnn’s ceiling, smeared with the TV’s 
light, turn and angle downward, pressing closer to his 
face. He ground the palms of his hands into his ears, but 
the voice seeped through, relentless. 

”—we made her, we can do what we want with her 
now, I gave birth to her she’s mine now she was a bad 
little girl she wouldn’t do what I told her and now she’s 
mine—” 

“Shut up!” He was on his feet now, towering over 
the small body on the bed. His hands thrust down and 
gripped the child’s shoulders, his knuckles straining 
white as though to crush the voice inside the fragile 
chest. 

The voice was silent; The eyes burned up at him, 
drinking in their triumph. 

He pushed himself away, stumbling backward and 
fighting to regain his breath, his mouth all hot salt. 

“I’m inside her now,” said Renee’s voice, softer, less 
frenzied, but tauter with gloating. “For good. And 
there’s nothing you can do about it.” 

The heat drained away from his blood, leaving metal 
in its place. The room steadied around him, gray light 
drawing the comers into focus. He looked down at the 
small figure on the bed, a corpse’s face beneath a child’s 
skin. “Yes, there is,” he said slowly. The cold metal 
that stretched along the bones in his arms was dark as 
the metal wrapped in the white cloth and stored in the 
trunk of the car outside the room. They called to each 
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other. Hands at his side, his fingers curled as though 
folding aroiuid the crosshatched grip, balancing the 
weight inside them. “There’s something I can do about 
it.” 

What he had fled from in the house all the way down 
in San Aurelio had come up here to meet him. The thing 
inside a comatose woman’s body on a bed was now 
inside a child’s body on a bed, but it was the same thing. 
And the cure, which Pedersen had handed him, was the 
same. 

“Really?” A sly cunning in Renee’s voice. “Do you 
really think you can do it?” 

As he watched, her eyes closed. Something ebbed 
from the face, the muscles strained with laughter now 
softening, and it was a child’s face again. His daughter, 
E>ee, sleeping, her breath coming slow and regular 
through her open mouth. A wisp of her dark hair traced 
lines across her pale cheek. Whatever had been just 
under her skin, like a hand inside a puppet, had sunk 
deep inside her how, away from his sight. 

He sat down on the bed across from the sleeping 
child. For a time that passed by him without measuring, 
he leaned forward with his hands clasped between his 
knees. Just watching her sleep: the small motions of her 
breathing, the curve of eyelashes dark in gray light. He 
gazed at her as if to memorize every small dettiil, put life 
into an engraving cut somewhere inside him. 

Time started around him again. The night outside the 
room wouldn’t last more than a few hours longer. He 
stood up and untied Dee’s hands. After folding the 
blanket in two, he bent down and wrapped it around his 
daughter. Dee didn’t wake up as he lifted her. Her head, 
eyes still closed in sleep, pressed against his shoulder as 
he cradled her to himself. She seemed to weigh nothing 
at all to him. 

Outside, in the stillness broken only by the low 
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rumble of trucks on the distant highway, he unlocked 
the car and laid Dee carefully on the passenger seat. Still 
asleep, the blanket wrapped around her against the 
cold, she drew her legs up and nuzzled her cheek against 
the seat back. 

He walked around behind the car and unlocked the 
trunk. A white cloth wrapped over metal filled his hands 
when he straightened and stepped back. The coldness of 
the gun’s weight seeped into his fingers. 

Behind the wheel, he laid the gun, still shrouded, in 
the space between his seat and the one in which Dee was 
sleeping. Just enough light slid through the windshield 
to pick out the small fingers of one hand clutching the 
edge of the blanket. 

He turned his face away, then watched his own hand 
turn the key in the ignition. 

The old photographs were finally complete, each 
matched with its missing piece. Spread out, they covered 
the kitchen table. Carol stood up from the chair and 
leaned over the photographs to study them. 

One of the pictures showed a woman in a dotted print 
dress, 1940’s style, holding a baby in a lace-edged 
bonnet and wrapped in a knitted blanket. The woman 
didn’t look happy, holding the baby stiffly, as though it 
were some weighty object that she waited for someone 
to take off her hands. 

It was a picture that Carol knew well. It had sat in a 
little folding frame on the mantelpiece in the living 
room for as long as she could remember. The baby in 
the photograph was herself; the woman was the one 
who had adopted her. 

Across the edge of the scissor-cut was the half of 
the picture that she had never seen until she had found it 
with the others in the album in the cellar. That half 
showed a tall, somber-faced man. When the two parts 
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of the picture were put back together, it showed the man 
standing next to the woman, Mr. and Mrs. Feld, his arm 
reaching in back of her waist. The same man was in all 
the parts of the photographs that had been cut or tom 
off and hidden away. 

Carol picked up the one picture, the piece with the 
woman and baby in one hand, the piece with the man in 
the other hand. She studied it for several minutes before 
setting it back down on the table. 

From one of the kitchen drawers she took a rcdl of trans¬ 
parent tape. Carefully, lining up the edges of the photo¬ 
graphs to a perfect match, she bent over the table and 
taped the picture together, running the tape on both 
sides. When she was done, the man, the woman, and the 
baby were reunited in their flat black-and-white world, 
looking at her from its depths. 

Braemer drove until the town was behind them. The 
road was a thin strip of asi^iait bordered by dirt and 
sagging wire fences by the time it wound into a flat 
stretch of land ringed by low hills. The greenish glow of 
the dashboard gave the only light. 

He pulled the car off the road, bouncing onto loose 
gravel. He switched off the engine and the sUence 
became complete, but for the distant scraping of a 
cricket in the dry brush. Dee was still asleep in the seat 
beside him. Slowly, his eyes adjusted to the faint star¬ 
light until he could see her face. Her skin seemed whiter 
now than he’d ever seen it before, as though all her 
blood had gathered around her heart. Her hair looked 
like a black ribbon against her cheek. The only sign of 
life was the slow breath coming from her open mouth. 

Just a child, thought Braemer as he looked at her, his 
own breath slowing to match hers. Sleeping like that, no 
trace of anything but a little girl in the dreaming face. 
Only in his memory, a memory bound by the four walls 
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of a motel room back in the town, could he see the other 
face that had come swimming up into this one, as 
though the pale skin were transparent as water over a 
dark pool with darker things in its depths. Just a mask 
—his thoughts had hardened and chilled into steel. 
There’s no little girl, no Dee anymore. Just that other 
thing hiding inside her. 

From the white cloth he took the gun and the yellow 
box. He inserted one bullet, then snapped the cylinder 
back into place. 

He fitted his hand around the crosshatched grip, one 
Hnger curling inside the guard and onto the trigger. 

With his other hand he reached out and wrapped his 
arm around Dee, lifting and pulling her closer to 
himself. Her head lolled against her shoulder. 

The barrel of the gun was only a few inches away 
from her smooth forehead. 

Inside him there was no catching of his breath, no 
speeding of his pulse. The space remained empty where 
his feelings had been hollowed away. He had come such 
a long way to do this, but now that he was here, it 
seemed like the fitting together of the gun and the bullet 
inside, precise and ordered. 

All he could feel was the cold weight of metal in his 
hand. Beyond the gun’s black shape he could see Dee’s 
face, still far in sleep, cradled in the circle of his arm. 

It’s not Dee, he told himself again; it’s her. The night¬ 
mare was already over for Dee. A small motion of one 
Anger, a quarter-inch into his Ast, and it would be over 
for everyone. 

He looked at her over the gunsight. He knew it wasn’t 
a child, his child, that he held. Another thing had taken 
her place. 

His finger began to squeeze tighter upon the trigger. 

Go on, go on! Inside his head, a voice sang with an 
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impatient glee. Go on and shoot her, / don’t need her 
anymore. I've got you. 

His finger froze in place just as the trigger began to 
move back. 

The excitement of the thought that had shouted inside 
him puzzled him. Then a coldness deeper than the gun’s 
swelled into his chest. 

It’s her—it’s Renee. His own thoughts now, not the 
high shriek of the other voice, the same one he had 
listened to back in the motel room. She’s in me now. 
The realization grew, opening into the darkness around 
him. 

Blood to blood, thought Braemer. That was what 
Pedersen said. She’s become like a virus, moving into 
and infecting her blood relations—her sister and her 
child. But when those are infected, when she’s inside 
them—then it can spread, she can infect their blood 
relations, too. Blood to blood. Renee’s related by blood 
to Dee, and Dec’s related by blood to me. First the child 
is infected, then the father of the child. A chain of 
blood ... 

He looked at the gun, still held between himself and 
Dee, as if waking up and seeing for the Hrst time. 

It’s her, he thought. Not me. She wanted to kill Dee. 
She was inside me, she made me think that— 

The gun dropped from his hand and fell to the car’s 
floor. A sob broke out of him as he pulled Dee to him¬ 
self, his arms crushing her to his chest. 

She woke as he rocked back and forth with her. 
“Daddy?” She pushed herself a little away so that she 
could see his face. “WhCTe—” 

He grabbed her shoulders and held her, studying her 
face, searching the eyes blinking in confusion. “It’s 
you,” he said. “It’s you, isn’t it? It’s not her, she lied, 
it’s you. She lied.” 
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“Daddy, what’s wrong—” 

“Oh, Jesus.’’ He hugged her tight again, her head in 
the hollow of his shoulder. “Nothing’s wrong, sweet¬ 
heart. Nothing’s wrong at all.” 

In the-quiet darkness, he rocked his child, sheltering 
the warmth of the small body with his own.' 

She held the taped photograph to her breast as she 
climbed the stairs. Toward the sound of ragged breath¬ 
ing, her hand reaching for the knob of the bedroom 
door. She pushed it open, letting the light that never 
went off fall across her. 

The figure in the bed slept on, withered face turned to 
the ceiling. 

Carol stepped slowly across the room and sat down 
on the edge of the bed. She looked down at her sister. 
Now 1 know, she thought. All the family secrets had 
been opened to her—now she was on the inside with the 
rest of them. The photo rising and falling with her own 
breath had been the key that had let her in. 

She sat gazing at her sister’s face while the night 
worked toward morning. 

Braemer fed the coins into the pay-phone slot, and 
heard the chiming in his ear as they fell through the 
machine’s circuits. The operator thanked him. At the 
far end of the line, another telephone began to ring. 

Through the glass of the booth he could see Dee 
waiting in the car, looking back at him. The bright 
morning sun glared off the windshields of the other cars 
in the parking lot. 

“Pacific Auto Restorers,” a voice spoke in his ear. 

“I want to speak to Pedersen,” he said. 

“I’ve been waiting for you to call, Braemer.” 

He recognized the other’s voice now. “I really 
screwed it up, didn’t 1?” 
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“Braemer, you fucked up in every way possible.” 
Pedersen’s voice was more sad than angry. “Where are 
you? Why didn’t you take care of Renee like I told you 
to?” 

“I didn’t believe you. That’s all. I just didn’t believe 
you about her.” 

“And now you do. That’s just great. Now what are 
you going to do?” . 

Braemer closed his eyes, smelling his own sweat 
trapped inside the phone booth. “Pedersen, please— 
you’ve got to help. It’s gotten much worse.” 

“What did you expect?” The voice from the tde- 
phone was cold and harsh. “Did you really think you 
could run faster than an evil like that could follow? You 
never thought that, Braemer. You wanted to think that, 
but you knew what I told you was true. You always 
knew it, but you were afraid.” 

“Yes,” whispered Braemer. “I knew it.” 

“And now what do you want me to do? There’s 
nothing I can do to help you. There’s only that which is 
necessary for you to do, Braemer. Do you still have the 
gun? You didn’t get rid of the gun, did you?” 

“I’ve still got it.” The memory of last night, with the 
gim’s dark shape blotting out Dee’s sleeping face, made 
his hand ache as though it were squeezing the cross- 
hatched grip again. 

“I told you what you have to do. That'hasn’t chang¬ 
ed. You’ve wasted your time, but what you have to do is 
still the same.” 

“But it’s gotten worse. She’s inside me, Pedersen. 
Renee’s inside me now. I felt her last night. Like she was 
inside my head. She made me see these things—like 
blood and ... and dead things ... And then there were 
thoughts that weren’t my own. 1 almost killed my own 
daughter, because Renee made me think she was inside 
Dee, and that I could kUl her that way. But then 1 
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realized that was Renee imide me, that was her thought, 
not mine. She’s inside me now—” 

Pedersen cut off the rush of words. “That was 
nothing,” his voice on the telephone spoke curtly. “I 
can tell that Renee’s soul is still rooted in her own body. 
But she’s gained more strength, more power. You don’t 
have much time left. Soon she will be able to break away 
and take over a blood relation completely, such as your 
daughter. Then she would be immortal, a thing that 
would be able to pass from one blood relation to 
another. But at this time she can only touch your mind, 
Braemer. She can make you see things, whisper her 
thoughts into your head when your own thoughts are 
weak and confused—that’s all that she can do to you 
now. And your being aware of it, being prepared for 
these visions, these thoughts that aren’t your own, limits 
her power to touch you. For you, she can only suggest, 
not control. But if she leaves her body, then you will 
become her food. She will eat your daughter’s soul, and 
then yours. Unless you do what 1 told you.” 

“All right.” Braemer drew his breath, feeling his 
exhaustion as a weight wrapped around his arms, pin¬ 
ning him. “I’ll do it.” 

Pedersen’s dispauionate voice went on. “You’ll have 
to be more careful now. Renee will be waiting for you 
this time. Her power has grown so much in this time 
you’ve wasted. She’s infected Jess now; she can move 
inside him. You’ll have to watch out for him. He’ll be 
there waiting.” 

“All right. Whatever.” Braemer massaged his fore¬ 
head, trying to work blood into his cindered brain. 

“I’ve done what I can, Braemer. But my task is to 
keep others from wandering into what Renee and Jess 
did. This is your responsibility, and I can’t help you 
any more than 1 have. There is no help. And there is no 
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time left to waste. There’s just what you have to do, and 
it may already be too late.” 

“I know.” 

“Goodbye, then.” Pedersen’s voice was gone, 
terminated with a click from the telephone. 

Braemer hung up the phone, pulled open the booth’s 
door, and headed for the car with Oee waiting inside. 
The highway to the south outlined itself on a map inside 
his head. They had crossed bad; into California before 
the sun had come up: he had known already what 
Pedersen would tell him, what he had to do. From here 
it was back to Sacramento to catch Interstate 5, then a 
straight shot all the way down to San Aurelio and all 
that was waiting for him there. If he drove without 
letting up, just stopping for gas, they would be there by 
tonight. 

“Are we going now?” Dee watched him as he slid 
behind the steering wheel. 

He nodded. “Yes,” he said. “We’re going home 
now.” 
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FOURTEEN 


Anotlier phone booth, this one at the end of the 
highway rather than the beginning. Braemer’s hand 
trembled as he slid a dime into the slot. The hundreds of 
miles of concrete and asphalt, from above Sacramento 
all the way down to San Aurelio, had passed the vibra- 
tion of the tires through the steering wheel and into his 
arms. His elbows felt stiff, as though still cocked into 
driving position. He dialed the number—there was no 
need to get this one from Directory Assistance; it was 
memorusd in his heart—and heard the connection go 
through and then Uie drilling purr of the phone ringing 
in the Feld house. 

He waited through several rings and the silence 
between them. It was going on toward midnight, and he 
figured it would take Carol a little while to get to the 
phone downstairs and answer it. That was all right: 
there was time enough, now that they had made it here. 
The phone booth stood at the edge of the parking lot for 
the gas station just off the freeway. The road that the 
off-ramp emptied onto ran in one direaion into San 
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Aurelio, in the other direction to the tract of unfinished 
homes that surrounded the Feld house. The same road 
he had taken a hundred times before at the starts and 
ends of another life’s weekends, ferrying his daughter 
from one home to another, like all the other twentieth- 
century fathers. That’s over, he thought as he looked 
down the road running under the freeway overpass. 
This was the last time he’d be here, the last time he’d 
drive up into the hills above San Aurelio and through 
the skeleton houses. Just a little farther, and it’s all 
over. 

His free hand, resting on top of the phone box, 
looked pale and bloodless in the booth’s jittering fluor¬ 
escent light. The gas station’s lights were all switched 
off, even the big union 76 sign on the two towering 
metal poles that lifted it high enough to be seen a half- 
mile away. The segmented gate was pulled shut and 
locked over the entrance to the unlit service bay. There 
was only enough light from the steetlamps for Braemer 
to see Dee sleeping in the back seat of the car parked 
alongside the telephone booth. He kept his eye on the 
small figure curled up inside the motel blanket as he 
went on listening to the sound of the unanswered tele¬ 
phone. 

It broke off in the middle of a ring. “Hello?” came 
the voice after the click. It was Carol. 

“It’s David,” he said. “I want to talk to you.” 

A little gasping intake of breath sounded on the line. 
“David? Where—where are you?” The blurred edges of 
sleep had drained out of her voice. “Is Dee with you?” 

“I’ve got her. She's okay. There’s nothing happened 
to her. But I want to talk to you. About her.” 

“What? What do you mean? Where are you?” Her 
words rushed into each other. “What’s wrong?” 

“There’s nothing wrong,” he said calmly. “I just 
want to talk to you, about you having Dee. I’ve had a 
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lot of time to think, and Tve dedded it might be bettei 
that way. Better for Dee.” 

“Oh, David . . .” She sounded close to crying. 

“I'm down here in San Aurelio. Me and Dee. But E 
don’t want to come up there to the house to talk to 
you.” 

“Anywhere, David. Just tell me where to go.” 

“All right. I’m down at the gas station by the free¬ 
way. Just down the road from you. The Union station. 
You know the one?” 

“No... yes; yes, I do. I know where it is. I’ll be right 
there.” 

“Hold on, Carol. Listen to me. I want you to come 
by yourself. Just you, I just want to talk with you. 
Okay?” 

“Sure .. . sure, anything you say.” 

Braemer turned away from the side of the narrow 
glassed-in space where he could see Dee in the car, and 
looked up the dark stretch of road past the freeway. 
“And I don’t want Jess to know where you’re going. Is 
he there in the house with you?” 

“No. No, he’s not. He’s not here.” 

“Do you know where he is?” 

“I haven’t seen him in days. I don’t know where he is. 
Honest to God, David, I don’t know where he is.” 
Panic drew her words tauter. It was obvious that she 
had guessed why Braemer had asked about Jess. The 
fear of losing the chance to get Dee back was in her 
voice. 

“I don’t want him to show up here, Carol. If 1 see 
him with you, or if I see him coming by himself... then 
there’ll be trouble. You know what 1 mean. And I 
don’t, and you don’t, want that to happen in front of 
Dee. There’s been enough of that. So just come by your¬ 
self, and everything will be Hne.” 

“All right, David. I promise. Just wait for me there. 
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okay? I just have to throw on some clothes, and TU be 
right down. Is that all right?” 

“That’s fine,” he said. “I’ll be waiting for you. Over 
by the phone booth. See you in a bit.” He hung up the 
phone, leaned back against the glass panel, and let out a 
long pent-up breath. That went better than 1 figured it 
would, he thought. There had been a number of 
possible screw-ups that he had anticipated going wrong 
with the telephone call to Carol: all the way from Jess 
answering the phone to Carol hanging up and calling the 
police as soon as he told her where he was. From the 
frantic tone in her voice, the rush to comply with what¬ 
ever conditions he asked for, he felt sure that last 
possibility wasn’t going to happen. He expected to see 
Carol’s aged blue Chevy come speeding out of the hills 
and under the overpass in a matter of minutes. 

He pulled open the folding door and stepped out into 
the cold night air, kneading the knotted muscle at the 
back of his neck. All across his shoulders and down into 
the base of his spine, the muscles were cramped with the 
tension that worked against the fatigue in them, keeping 
him upright and moving. Hours of solid driving lay 
behind him, broken only by pit stops for gas and 
brackish coffee from the vending machines in the 
24-hour stations along Interstate 5. The combination of 
bone-tiredness and the constant feed of adrenalin into 
his blood dried the saliva in his mouth into cotton, and 
left the muscles of his arms and legs feeling almost 
weightless, as though his body had been replaced, sinew 
by sinew, with thin glass. His fingers wavered with a 
toxic excitement, until he crammed them in his jacket 
pockets to still their slight motion. The parking lot’s 
asphalt seemed distant beneath his feet. 

He pulled open the car door and slid behind the 
wheel, then closed the door quietly, not wanting to 
startle Dee awake. That had been a piece of luck, her 
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driftiiig asleep ^ Intemate S passed throu^ Loil 
Angeles, and staying out all the rest of the way dowtf 
here. He had wrapped her in the blanket and lain her hi 
the car’s back seat just before he had made the phone 
call to Carol. Negotiating with her aunt would have 
been more difficult if he’d had to keep more of an eye 
on Dee. 

You have to watch out, he reminded himself. Renee’a 
still inside her—somewhere. You can’t turn your back 
on her, ever. She’s still your child, but that other thing 
inside her—that’s something else. Just watch her, is all. 

With any more luck, she’d go on sleeping after Cartrf 
got there. He twisted around in his seat to look back at 
Dee. The blue light of the streetlamps made her skin 
seem even paler. A shaded hollow in her cheek, not yet 
as dark as the bruised-looldng skin under her eyes— 
she didn’t seem to be as much of a child as before, 
as though the thing that had been her mother had 
consumed the softer parts first, leaving the bones 
fleshed with just what sras necessary for survival. Her 
breathing, thickened with a cold’s mucus, dragged 
across her overlapped hands beneath the side of her 
face. The slight sound reminded Braemer of other rag¬ 
ged breathing he had heard, in a room where the light 
never went off. 

Like mother, like daughter, he thought grimly. He 
had always thought, in the times before this, that Dee 
had taken after him in her appearance, that the lines of 
her face, the color of her eyes, were things that had 
passed from his blood to hers, an inheritance encoded in 
the genes and written out in her brow and forthright 
little jaw. But with the coming of the sickness, the 
cancer-like thing inside her, another face had been re¬ 
vealed, and the one he’d known eaten away from 
beneath the skin. Paler, weaker, the hold on the world 
outside her darkened eyelids grown faint, that world 
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gradually slipping out of her grasp as he watched. . . . 
The image of her mother, the blind skeleton face on the 
matchstick and stretched tissue-paper body, was rising 
slowly in Dee’s face. The weakness it showed frightened 
him: the weakness of hunger, a creature whose blood 
was too thin to nourish itself, who had to feed on 
another’s blood to keep its faint life going, without 
regard for anything but its hunger, father and child and 
everything else forgotten in that need. 

Braemer straightened, drawing back from the small 
form huddled on the back seat. He could still recognize 
her as his daughter; that was enough. It wouldn’t be 
much longer before the cancer inside would be killed. 
He turned away, resting his hands on the steering wheel 
as he waited for Carol to show up. 

A few minutes of watching the trafHc on the freeway 
passed before he saw the pair of headlights coming up 
the road on the other side of the overpass, lie waited 
until the streetlamps revealed it to be Carol’s old Chevy. 
Then he reached down and pulled the gun out from 
under the seat. He unfolded the white cloth and slipped 
the heavy metal bulk into his jacket pocket. As the 
Chevy pulled into the gas-station lot and headed toward 
the Datsun, Braemer opened the door and stepped out, 
closing the door gently behind himself. 

Carol brought her car to a halt at an angle a few yards 
away. She was out from behind the wheel even before 
the engine finished rattling quiet. The hood of a faded 
blue sweatshirt bounced at the back of her neck as she 
ran up to him. “Where’s Dee?’’ she said, panting for 
breath. “You said you had her with you.” 

“Shh.” He laid his hand on her shoulder. “Keep it 
down. She’s sleeping right now. I think it might be 
better if we didn’t wake her up until after we’ve talked. 
Okay?” He led her to the side of the Datsun, the hidden 
gun jogging against his hip. “You can see for yourself 
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that she’s aO right.” Standing beside her, he watched as' 
she leaned close to the window, gazing intently at the 
child lying on the back seat. For a moment he was 
reminded of some old nursery story—paradoxical out¬ 
side a closed gas station in the middle of the night— 
of a princess under a spell being carried about in a glass 
coffln. Past Carol’s shoulder he could see Dee’s pale 
face, pressed sleeping against her hands. 

He tugged Carol away from the car’s window. 
‘‘Come on,” he said. ‘‘We’ve got to talk about some 
things.” 

‘‘She doesn’t look well.” Carol turned an anxious 
face toward her. ‘‘Is she all right?” 

Braemer shrugged. ^‘She’s got a little bit of a cold, 
that’s all.” He glanced over at the empty street running 
past the gas station, then back to her. ‘‘Why don’t we 
go sit in your car and talk. It’s cold out here.” 

Carol nodded. She took one more look at Dee in the 
back of the Datsun, then led Braemer over to the other 
car.- She got in and reached across to unlock the door on 
the passenger’s side. 

He held his arm tucked against his side as he slid onto 
the seat, trying to keep the gun in his pocket from 
hitting anything. The door thudded shut, and the 
interior of the car was quiet and still, cut off from the 
murmur of the freeway traffic. 

‘‘Just what did you want to talk about?” asked 
Carol, leaning back against the door. 

He’d had a long time to think, hours of studying the 
concrete lanes sliding under the car all the way down 
here. A long time to plan what to say and do, and now 
every bit of it was unreeling the same way the highway 
had, as though he’d pressed the start button on some 
giant machine that held them like cogs. He reached out 
and caught Carol’s arm just above the elbow, drawing 
her, eyes widening, closer to himself. With his other 
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hand he reached into his jacket and pulled out the gun.. 
'‘Just this,” he said, holding it a couple of inches away 
from her stomach so that she could look down and see 
what it was. 

Through her arm he felt her spine jerk rigid, her 
breath sucked in a gasp. “David,” she managed to 
whisper, her voice choked with fright. “What—what 
are you doing?” 

“Don’t worry,” he said. He’d have to work to calm 
her down—she wasn’t much use to him in this state. 
“I’m not going to hurt you. Just settle down. There’s 
something that I have to do. And you’re going to 
help me.” He drew the gun away from her and rested it 
on his thigh, the dully shining barrel still pointed toward 
her. He kept his grip on her arm, relaxing it a bit. 
“That’s all. I just ne^ some help from you.” 

Puzzlement Hltered into the fear in her eyes. “Help 
you? What are you talking about?” She tried to shrink 
away from him, drawing back into the corner of the seat 
and the door, but was stopped by his hand encircling her 
arm. “What is it you want to do?” Her gaze darted 
from the gun on his leg to his eyes. 

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll tell you what I want you 
to do, you’ll do it, and everything will be fine. Believe 
me, it’s for Dee’s sake. It’s not something I want to 
do—it’s something I’ve got to do for her. All right? You 
understand?” 

Carol studied his face, searching for the key to his 
words. “What do you want me to do?” she said softly. 

He kept the tone of his voice methodical, outlining 
the details for her. “I want you to drive me up to the 
house. In this car. I have to get into the house, but I 
know Jess is probably up there somewhere, waiting for 
me.” 

“How do you know that?” said Carol. “He could be 
anywhere.” 
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He wanted to say. Because the thing inside him is the 
same thing inside my daughter. Because it knows / 
finally saw for myself that it was inside her. The voice 
stifled inside himself rose to a silent shout. Because it 
knows that there’s only one thing left that J can do. and 
that there’s no place / could come except here, and it 
could just wait—inside Jess—for me to show up. 
Because I know what that thing wants. 

All the words remained unspoken. “I’ve got a feeling 
about it,’’ he said simply. “I can’t drive up there in my 
car. He’d spot it coming. He’s going to know I’m there 
soon enough, but I just want a little time to do what I 
have to do.’’ 

“Why do you want me to drive you? Why don’t you 
just take my car?’’ 

He gave her a thin smile. “What would you do in the 
meantime? 1 can’t really trust you—not when I’m this 
close.’’ 

She turned her head at an angle, her eyes narrowing 
as if to cut through what she heard him saying. “And 
why do you want to go up to the house? What’s this ... 
thing you’ve got to do?’’ 

“I. can’t tell you. It doesn’t concern you, anyway. 
Except that it’s what’s best for Dee.’’ He raised the gun 
from where it rested on his leg, then set it back down: a 
small threat. “You just have to do what I tell you.” 

There was no longer any fear in the gaze that she 
leveled at him. “You’re going up to the house to kill 
Renee. Aren’t you?” 

After a few seconds of silence he nodded and said, 
“Yes.” 

“Why?” Her gaze didn’t waver. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “It’s just something I 
have to do. If you want to think I’m crazy, that’s okay. 
But I still have to do it. And you’re going to help me, 
whether you want to or not.” 
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“David,” she said softly. “I know why.” 

He looked and saw a spark of shared knowledge in 
her sad eyes, one that he hadn’t expected. 

“It’s because of what Renee’s done to Dee, isn’t it? 
Not what she did out there in the forest, in the jjast. 
That was bad enough. It’s what she’s done now. The 
way she’s come... inside Dee. That’s why you’re going 
to kill her.” 

His hand sweated around the gun’s grip. “What do 
you know about that?” 

“Jesus Christ, David.” She turned away from him, 
biting her trembling lower lip and staring out the wind¬ 
shield. “How could I not know? I’m not blind—not 
about Dee. She’s more my child than anybody’s, yours 
or Renee’s. I’ve had her with me for flve days out of 
every seven. Do you really think I couldn’t see what was 
happening to her? Times when she was just a little girl, 
and then—those other times, when she’d change, 
change into something else.... Even without her saying 
anything, or doing anything, I could tell.” She turned 
her face back toward him, tears trembling in her lashes. 
“You’re the one who’s been blind, David. You couldn’t 
even see that there was anything wrong with Dee until 
you almost had a knife stuck in you. But I knew. I’ve 
known for a long time. There’s something else inside 
Dee. Something sick, all twisted and . . . hungry. And 
it’s her own mother.” 

“How do you know that? That it’s Renee?” 

Carol shook her head as she looked at him. “When 
you love people, you know what happens to them. 
Maybe you wouldn’t know about something like that. 
You’ve had your life out in the world, doing things, 
going places ... all the way to England, just leaving 
everyone who thought you loved them behind. No one 
told you how Dee cried about that, did they?—cried 
because she wasn’t going to see you on the weekends 
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like she always did.” She stopped, as if hearing the 
bitterness that had crept into her voice. She closed her 
eyes and tilted her head back against the seat. “But 
they’re all I ever had. For Christ’s sake, David. Renee’s 
my sister. 1 know, not my real one. But 1 grew up with 
her, I loved her. I could see her face inside Dee’s, her 
eyes watching me, he; voice inside Dee, talking to me. 
Nobody had to tell me it was Renee. 1 just knew. I knew 
that something had gone wrong with that stuff she and 
Jess were into, but that she was still alive somewhere 
inside her body. And then I could see her come creeping 
into Dee, taking her over, and I knew what had happen¬ 
ed. I knew, that’s all.’’ 

Braemer moved the tip of his dry tongue over his lips 
as his mind raced to digest what he’d heard. “You knew 
about Renee and Jess? About'what they were trying to 
do? The Pedersen group, and—and the crystallizing of 
souls? All of that?’’ 

She nodded. “Most of it. They tried to keep it from 
me. Little secrets. But even when she was a kid, Renee 
could never keep things hidden from me for very long. 
And this was so big, and doing it left her so screwed 
up—it was like there were pieces of it lying all around. If 
you could see them. Some books and pamphlets by that 
Pedersen guy—I found them in that camper Renee took 
Dee off to the forest in. They were all marked up, with 
crazy stuff scribbled over the pages, some of it by Jess. 
The really sick things I knew were by Renee. But there 
were things before that—stuff I overheard the two of 
them whispering about out on the porch, things she 
babbled when she was all messed up on that stuff they 
took, and she’d come crawling home and I’d have to put 
her to bed. When you have nothing else to do but watch 
the people you love, you can piece together a lot. When 
Renee disappeared with Dee, and then they found her 
and the doctors told me that she’d be in that coma until 
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she died—I thought that was the end of it. Do you 
know what I mean? She’d been so unhappy, so hungry 
for that thing she wanted. I thought that maybe this 
would be a kind of peace for her. Maybe I was just 
hoping for that.” 

Braemer let go of her arm and wiped the sweat from 
his hand onto his pants by the gun. ‘‘I know what you 
mean,” he said. “But you knew all this. And you didn’t 
do anything about it.” 

“What could I do? I wanted to keep Dee with me, 
because I loved her the m(Kt, and I thought I could 
protect her somehow. 1 don’t know. I thought maybe 1 
could keep her alive, make her strong enough to keep 
her mother from eating her from the inside out. That’s 
what I was trying to do.” 

“But you didn’t do anything about Renee. It would 
have been easy for you to stop the whole thing. You 
were the one who was feeding her body, taking care of it 
so it went on living—so that she could go on feeding on 
Dee. You kept Renee alive aU this time.” 

The tears broke and coursed down Carol’s face. 
“What else could I do? Do you think I could have killed 
her? She was dying already. Do you suppose I could 
have watched her body starve?” She'baU^ her hands 
into fists and struck.the top of the steering wheel. “For 
God’s sake, David, she’s my sister! You don’t know— 
you don’t know what that means! / loved her. ” 

Pity had turned to ice inside him. “Your love is 
stupid,” he said, one comer of his mouth curling with a 
sour taste, “It let sick things feed on children, and dead 
things walk around inside the living. There are some 
things that shouldn’t be loved, things that people turn 
into. That’s Something you don’t know. Your love’s 
useless. You never learned the value of hating some¬ 
thing. I know how to. That’s why I can do what you 
couldn’t.” 
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She sank down in her seat, one hand hiding her eyes. 
The quiet inside the car held for several moments before 
she whispered, “1 know. 1 know you’re right, David. I 
knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t do anything about 
it.” She lifted her tear-wet face to him againJ “You 
don’t have to point that gun at me. I’ll drive you up to 
the house. Then you can do whatever you have to do. I 
won’t try to stop you.” 

“It’ll be different,” he said quietly, “when it’s all 
over. I don’t know what’ll happen to me. For killing 
her. Technically it’s murder. Other people won’t know 
why. You’ll probably have Dee for a long time. Maybe I 
won’t ever have her again, not as a child, or ... after.” 
He pushed his knotted breath out and stared at the dark 
space beyond the windshield. Then he took the gun 
from where it rested on his leg and laid it down on the 
car’s floor. “We’d better get going,” he said. “We’ve 
wasted enough time.” 

Carol wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her sweatshirt. 
“What about Dee? We can’t leave her here.” 

That was another thing he’d thought about during all 
the long hours of driving down to San Aurelio. He knew 
that the main threat was Renee moving inside of Jess— 
that was how she’d be waiting and watching for him. 
But if Dee was left unwatched, Renee could sour his 
plans through a child’s body as well. A knife or any¬ 
thing sharp, picked up in Dee’s hands and pressed 
against Dee’s chest, would give the thing inside Dee the 
perfect hostage. He already knew the pleasure the thing 
that had been Dee’s mother would get out of the child’s 
death. 

He had decided it would be necessary to bind Dee’s 
wrists and ankles, but with Carol’s cooperation now 
clear, he changed his mind. “We’ll take her with us,” he 
said. “You can watch her while 1 go inside the house.” 

The two of them got out of the Chevy and went to the 
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otho’ car. Carol hdd the door open while he lifted Dee, 
still wrapped inside the blanket. She mumnired some¬ 
thing in her sleep, head against his chest. He laid her 
down in the back of the Chevy, folding the blanket 
under her chin. 

“All ri^t,” he said as he did into the passenger’s seat. 
Carol was already turning the key in the ignition. “Let’s 
go. 

Silence in the house. A single rectangle of light fdl 
from an upstairs window, slanting across the dust of the 
driveway, as it had through every night. The woodoi 
steps led up to the porch, the shelter of the roofs over¬ 
hang mak^ it even darker than the night around it, 
cutting off the dim light from the stars. The shapes of 
the wicker furniture, egging with age and the damp 
that had crept into their fibers, huddled on either side of 
the screen door. Something was waiting inside. 

Past the front door, the onpty rooms unfolded into 
each other. An empty photo frame set on the mantel in 
the living room. In the kitchen, the knives were racked 
neatly in their drawers, the cutting edges and points 
hidden under the counters like dead things entombed in 
the niches of a crypt. They were safe there. 

Even though the house was empty of anything living 
—anything that lived as other creatures do—the air in 
the darkened rooms moved slightly with the sound of 
something breathing. A sound that had always been 
there, becoming part of the house’s wood and paint, 
sinking in like grease spattered above the stove, yellow¬ 
ing the wallpaper in the hallways. The breathing, too 
soft to be heard under any other sound, had become the 
sound of the house itself. The sound of the house wait¬ 
ing, and watching. 

It became louder up the stairs, and louder still toward 
the one bedroom where the light never went off. Inside 
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the room, it mingled with the smell of disinfectant andl 
the subtler, though more cloying, odor of flesh consunM 
ing itself. The thing on the bed, a rough sketch of a 
human form, seemed to be coalesced from the sound 
and the odor, as though the house had fleshed out a 
skeleton to be the soul at its core, a heart inside its 
empty rooms. 

The house breathed and waited. In silence, with eyes 
not its own, the thing inside waited for the return of 
what it desired. 

Somewhere on the highway, Braemer had passed 
through fatigue into another state he’d never known 
before. Sitting beside Carol as she drove, watching the^ 
road curve up into the hills, he felt his arms and legs to 
be like bags of sand knotted and tied together at the 
joints. He flexed his hand, watching the stiff Hngers cuii 
in on themselves. The toxins of all the sleepless nights,« 
and nights when the sleep was more draining than any 
effort, had settled in his muscles like lead weights sewn 
under the skin. The heaviness dragged him back into the^ 
seat and toward the asphalt under the car. 

Oddly, his brain felt quick, lucid, transparent as 
polished glass. Now I know, he thought, gazing out the 
side window at the dark landscape sliding by. This is 
what it’s iike to be awake. Really awake. It seemed like 
the Hrst time it had ever happened to him. A small 
marvel, a gift, in the middle of the clotted blood and 
graying flesh that had been revealed beneath the world’s 
skin. His body felt like some inert mass that had been 
shackled to his head. As if from a height miles above, he 
could see himself, and everything else: Dee, Renee, the 
thing Renee had become. This was where Pedersen 
looked at him from, he realized. From way up here. 

The last of the adrenalin seeped out of his blood¬ 
stream, leaving him still alert, but calmer, the nerve 
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endings in his heavy body quieting like sparking wires 
dying to the red glow of the current within. Everything 
was fine now, moving toward completion. The gun was 
on the car’s floor by his feet, and he knew just what he 
was going to do. 

The road leveled off and the car entered the empty 
tract, passing the first of the unfinished houses. Against 
the light from the freeway and the town farther in the 
distance, the bare wooden frameworks stood out, black 
skeletal lines etched in the night. Dead houses, stripped 
of everything living. 

Of course, thought Braemer. He watched the 
outlined, unfinished houses glide by. They looked like 
sketches of houses, the black paper they were drawn on 
showing through the lines not yet filled in. 

It had to be this place. It couldn’t be anywhere else. 
This is what the world looks like when the flesh is peeled 
back to the bone. No illusions left. 

The zone where no one was fooling anyone else any 
longer. Where you don’t even lie to yourself anymore, 
he thought. The spaces between the stick houses looked 
vast, filled with a negative light, lucid air too thin to 
bear a scream. The battlefield stripped of camouflage at 
last, the bare landscape in which he and the thing he’d 
married, the thing that had given birth to his child, 
would move toward each other and couple for the last 
time. 

He felt cold suddenly, as though the night air had 
penetrated the window glass and touched his blood, tap¬ 
ping off the warmth from his heart. To see things from 
that height—he knew it deep inside himself—was to 
court a final coldness, a vision that would freeze the 
world and everything in it to ashes. 

Working his stiff shoulders inside his jacket, he 
glanced over at Carol. With her hands on the steering 
wheel, she stared ahead, her eyes following the sweep of 
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the car’s headlights over the road. Whatever thougittri 
^e had were locked in her silence. 

He turned in his seat and looked back at Dee. The 
blanket had fallen from her thin chest, half of it lying 
crumpled on the floor. He reached back and drew it iq) 
again to her chin. For a moment he felt her faint breath 
on the back of his hand. Her eyelids were so stiU, the 
fringe of eyelash so black against the pale cheek, that 
the trace of air stirring the flne hairs along his wrist 
seemed to be the only sign that she was alive. 

As he let go of the blanket and turned back around ia 
his seat, the car began to brake for the driveway leading 
down to the Feld house. Carol steered the car down tlM 
curving gravd drive, toward the dark silhouette with the 
one window full of light above the porch. 

The car stopped several yards away from the wooden 
front steps, and Carol switched off the engine. It rattled 
on its own for a second, then died. 

He glanced over at Carol. ’’Well,” he said quietly. 
"This is it.” 

"That’s right,” she said. "This is it.” Her hands left 
the steering wheel. She suddenly bent down, reaching 
toward the car’s floor by his feet. Before he could react* 
she had straightened back up, the gun clasped in both 
her hands. She held the black vacant circle at the end of! 
the barrel aimed straight into his chest. 

"What the hell are you doing?” He reached for thq 
gun. 

"Don’t,” she said, level-voiced. The tone of the ono 
word made him slowly draw his hand back. 

"Carol.” His heart sped op as he looked at the guit 
held motionless in her hands. He had left the safety 
switched off when he had laid the gun on the floor, and 
now he could see the edge of the exposed red dot, like a 
drop of blood on the bhwk metal. "Why ...” He 
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couldn’t think of any other words. “What are you 
doing—’’ 

“There’s been a change in plans, David.’’ Her face 
was set as she watched him leaning back against the 
door. “You’re not going in the house. I am.’’ 

He said nothing, letting the small space between him 
and the gun swallow her words. 

“You’re not family,’’ Carol went on. “She’s my 
sister. She’s as much a sister as I’ll ever have. This is 
something I should have done, and I’m going to do it.’’ 

“You don’t have to, Carol. It’s not your sister. Not 
anymore. It’s . .. another thing. Give me the gun. And 
I’ll take care of it.’’ 

She shook her head. “No. You did enough to her. 
When you were married. If you’d loved her, if she’d 
been happy, she’d never have become like this. But she 
came home to me. I’m the one who’s taken care of her 
all along. I’ll do this, too.’’ 

“You don’t have to use the gun,’’ said Braemer. “If 
there’s some other way ... a pillow or—’’ 

“What’s the difference?’’ The gun twitched upward 
in her hands. “This is the fastest way. And she’s suf¬ 
fered enough. I just want it to be over for her.” She 
lowered the gun away from him. “You understand, 
don’t you?” 

He gauged the distance between his hands and the 
gun. For a moment his muscles tensed, then he slumped 
back against the door. “All right,” he said. “Co 
ahead.” 

She looked down for a few seconds at the gun filling 
her grasp, then one hand moved away from it and 
pushed open her door. He watched through the wind¬ 
shield as she mounted the steps to the porch, the gun a 
stilled pendulum at her side, and went inside the house. 
She left the front door open behind her. In the dark 
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space of the living room he couldn’t see her any longer.' 

Behind him in the car he could hear something mov¬ 
ing. He turned to look in the back seat and saw Dee stir¬ 
ring, rolling her head from side to side as though 
fighting to come awake. A small moaning sound issued 
from her dry lips. 

We must have woken her up, thought Braemer, 
talking like that. He leaned over the back of his seat 
toward Dee. “Shh,” he whispered, stroking her fore¬ 
head. “It’s all right, honey. Go to sleep. Everything’s 
okay.’’ For a moment her eyelids gathered in a scowl, 
then her face relaxed again into sleep. Braemer turned 
away from her and went back to watching the house 
through the windshield. 

Minutes passed. No other lights came on inside the 
house. His gaze moved up to the bright-lit window on 
the second floor. From this angle he could see only a 
section of a wallpapered comer and the ceiling meeting 
it. The thin curtains at the sides of the windows cut off 
anything else. 

He took his eyes away from the house for a moment 
to search the darkness around the car. Jess had to be 
nearby, somewhere, watching. Maybe the business of 
coming to the house in Carol’s old Chevy had fooled 
him completely. Braemer could see only the vague 
shapes of the trees and bushes in the yard. Maybe Jess 
was there, approaching the car, unseen. Or he was in the 
house, had been there all along. Maybe that’s why he 
hadn’t heard the shot yet. 

A few more minutes, and then he knew it was too 
much time. The minute hand on his watch had crawled 
too far in silence. She couldn’t do it, he thought; I’ll 
have to go in there, after all. He looked back to make 
sure that Dee was still sleeping, then quickly scanned the 
unmoving silhouettes around the car before pushing 
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open the door and loping in a few quick strides up the 
porch steps. 

The light coming down the stairway was enough for 
him to make his way through the living room. He passed 
among the cluttered, musty-smelling furniture, his 
empty hands^ reaching ahead of him as though to fend 
off any surprise. When he reached the bottom of the 
stairs he grasped the rail and looked up at the light 
seeping from the bedroom above him. “Carol?” he 
called softly. 

There was no answer. The house remained silent 
around him. He became aware of the low, whispering 
sound of air drawn, held, exhaled, repeating the cycle 
again and again. The sound of its breathing, the sound 
of the house’s false life. 

He mounted the first two steps, the rail sliding in his 
damp palm. The hallway and the bedroom at the end of 
it came closer to view. He stopped and called again. 
“Carol? Are you there?” 

By now he expected no answer except Renee’s breath¬ 
ing. He swallowed the salt that had gathered on his 
tongue and brought his foot down softly on the next 
step up. 

The rail ended at the top in a carved wooden ball. He 
wrapped his hand around it and pulled himself from the 
last step into the hallway. The light from the half- 
opened bedroom door slanted down the narrow space, 
showing all the other doors closed tight. 

The sound of the breathing was louder here. He felt 
its slow tempo dragging his own breath into sync with it, 
though his heart was racing faster in his chest. The 
hospital smell collected like wet cotton at the back of his 
throat. 

He stepped toward the bedroom. When he was a 
couple of yards away, he could see the bed and the 
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figure on it through the opening. The room seemed 
empty except for that. Then he saw the other thing, a 
small rectangle of stiff paper, mottled dark with a white 
border. A photograph. It was propped up on the 
doorknob, carefully balanced there. 

Another step, and he was close enough to reach out 
and pick it up. A message left for him. Wary, with a 
puzzlement that gathered the skin of his shoulderblades 
toward his spine, he took the photograph between his 
thumb and forefinger. He had to tilt it toward the light 
from the doorway to make it out. 

For a moment it didn’t register, then he realized he 
had seen the picture before. Or part of it; he saw now 
that the photo was taped together, two halves lined up 
against each other, a straight scissor-cut running from 
top to bottom. An old photo, one side of it yeUowed 
more than the other, as though it had been exposed to 
more years of light. Downstairs, thought Braemer; 
that’s where I saw it before. That part of it. It was 
always in a frame on the mantelpiece. 

It was the picture of Carol as a baby, being held by 
her mother, the woman who’d adopted her, face already 
settling into the meanness with which she’d treated 
Carol all her life. A sad little document, which Braemer 
had always wondered why Carol had left sitting out all 
these years. 

The other part of the photograph—he had never seen 
that before. From its unyellowed appearance no one else 
had seen it for a long time either. Braemer, the moment 
of standing before the bedroom door expanding like a 
magic spell, brought the photograph up close to study 
it. 

The other half showed a man, double-breasted suit, 
hat pushed back on his head, a half-smile breaking 
through his somber expression. He stood close to the 
woman, his hand behind her back to hold her by the 
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waist. A loving couple, Mr. and Mrs. Feld. The man in 
the picture didn’t know that he had only about three 
more years to live, just enough time to father three kids, 
one after another, on the woman by his side. The heart 
attack that would—no doubt gratefully—take him off, 
and the scissors that would afterward snip him out of 
the family history, were foretold in the face of the 
woman by his side. 

His face, though—Braemer had never seen this piece 
of the photograph, but he had seen the man’s face 
before. Not in the depths of a thin black-and-white slice 
of past time, but in present flesh. The strong jaw, the 
hinge of bone below the ear, the wide brow, eyes sad 
even when laughing. . . .A face handsome enough on a 
man, but not pretty in the usual sense on a woman. But 
that was where he had seen it before, realized Braemer 
as he tilted the photograph against the light. As a 
woman’s face. Carol’s face. 

Like father, like daughter. If the baby held in the 
woman’s arms was Carol, then the man standing next to 
them in the photograph was Carol’s father—her real 
father. It had only taken the passing of years for 
the baby to grow up and into the only real legacy left to 
her by the father who had vanished into the cold ground 
before she was old enough to remember him. A coded 
message, written out in the angles of her face, a silent 
gift that said everything. 

One thought began to*connect with another inside 
Braemer, like a small hammer tapping at the edge of his 
skull. 

A little domestic scandal could be read out of the 
photograph, the mistake that had led to Carol’s father 
being excised from the family history as soon as he was 
dead. He must’ve screwed around and gotten some poor 
girl pregnant, thought Braemer, and then to get her to 
hush up and move out of the area, he agreed to adopt 
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the result. If the kid hadn’t looked so much like him, 
from earliest childhood, nobody would’ve ever known. 
So no wonder his widow clipped him out of the family 
photos—all the evidence is in his face, and Carol’s. 

He turned the photograph over. Someone, maybe 
whoever had left it propped on the bedroom’s door¬ 
knob, had written something on the back, happy 
BIRTHDAY, in a loose scrawl, the letters printed large in 
a thick red that smeared under his finger as he touched 
it, smeared like blood. ... 

The last circuit fell and sparked. Braemer stared at 
the red stain on his fingertip. Blood, he thought. If 
that’s Carol’s father in the photo, then she had the same 
father as the others. Her brother and her sisters— 
they’re all related by blood. And if that’s true, then— 

He heard something moving behind him, a door 
opening. He whirled around, the photo still in his hand. 
Carol stood in the hallway, looking at him. 

The family resemblance between her and the man in 
the photograph was perfect. But another face was rising 
in hers, a face he had seen distorting his daughter’s 
features. 

Carol’s hand lifted the gun, leveling it at his chest. 
“Surprise,” said Renee’s voice. 

For a second he stood motionless. He watched the 
smile widen on Carol’s face, feeling the hollow undo* 
his stomach open. The thing inside her, the thing reach¬ 
ing into her from the coiled body in the room behind 
him, parted its wet teeth, holding its own laughter in its 
jaws. 

“Renee,” he said. The photograph fluttered down 
from his hand as he stepped slowly backward against 
the bedroom door. 

“Why are you so stupid?” It was the same voice that 
had mocked him in the motel room, coming then from 
Dee’s mouth, now from Carol’s. “You’re not much fun 
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to play with. You’re always so easy to fool.” It stepped 
toward him, the gun riding the invisible line between its 
hand and his chest. 

"You thought you were talking to Carol,” it went on, 
smiling. "Out there in the car. And it was me all the 
time. It’s always me, isn’t it? It’s always been me, it 
always will be me. You thought you were so smart.” It 
crooned the words, cocking its head to one side. 
"That’s why I let you come into the house. And find 
that picture. Now you know all the little family secrets, 
don’t you?” 

His hand found the doorknob behind him. If he could 
get into the room, behind the door before she ilred— if 
he couid move faster than the hungry eyes following 
him— 

"Carol didn’t even know.” Renee’s voice slid after 
him. "She didn’t know until I showed her where to 
look, to find the other half of the picture. Then it was 
too late. She was stupid, like you are. But I like it inside 
her. I can kill you, and they’ll think she did it. And then 
there won’t be anyone to stop me from doing what I 
want, rii have diat sweet little girl, that bad girl who ran 
away from me, all to myself. That’ll be nice.” 

As he watched, his spine pressing against the bed¬ 
room door, the smile on its face stretched into a grin of 
fierce delight. "You don’t know what it’s like to be 
dead. But I do.” It raised the gun, eyes staring at him 
over the top of the biack metal. "Now you’ll know.” 

Its hands tightened around the gun’s grip as his legs 
tensed to drop against the door, roll, make any motion 
away from the black dot focused on him. 

He heard the gun roar into Are, the noise fllling the 
hailway. Through his clenched eyelids he saw the 
tapering ball of orange flare for a second, as his legs 
gave way and his shoulder struck the door frame. 

In the echoing silence that followed, he heard another 
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weight thud into the floor. He opened his eyes to a 
muffled ^rearn, of anger breaking to fury. 

A confused tangle of bodies thrashed on the floor. He 
saw a thin arm wrapped across a snarling face, a small 
hand clawing at the mouth that held Renee’s voice. The 
hand with the gun in it reached back and clubbed 
against the child on the woman’s back. Dee held on, 
scrabbling for her grip around the other’s neck. 

Braemer shook off his daze and grabbed for the flail¬ 
ing gun. He caught the fist clenched around it and pried 
the rigid fingers loose from the grip. As it came free, the 
hand’s momentum spun it away from his grasp. The 
gun hit against the stairway wall and clattered into the 
dark living room below. 

The thing on the hallway floor roared up on its knees, 
flinging Dee against the wail. It lunged at Braemer, its 
scream now rapid panting. He caught its face in his 
hands and toppled it backward, losing his balance and 
falling with it toward the stairs as its hands clawed into 
his shoulders. 

He felt its teeth sink into the web between his thumb 
and foreflnger as the force of his falling slammed his 
face close enough to suck its breath into his. Its mewing 
snarl licked at his ear as it rolled, scrambling up on top 
of him. The back of his head snapped against the edge 
of the top step. 

Its fingernails tore across the flesh of his shoulder- 
blades as he drew his legs up, then pushed his knees 
against its breast. The shirt ripped into the warm sting 
of the blood beneath. She hung above him for a 
moment, then fell, still straining for him. 

Gasping, he rolled onto his stomach and reached for 
the stairway post. He gripped it in both hands and 
pulled himself up onto his elbows. He looked down the 
stairs and saw the figure crumpled against the bottom 
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stqM. CaroFs motionless body lay sprawled, broken of 
its own or any other life. 

Braemer staggered up onto his feet, his pulse ham¬ 
mering in his ears. He stooped down and lifted Dee up 
into his arms. Her eyelids fluttered but didn’t open as 1 m 
held her against his chest. 

A sound from outside the house jerked his spine into 
a crouch. Footsteps on gravel, heading for the front 
porch. Jess. The realization leaped through him: he’s 
out there, and Renee’s inside him now. 

Cradling Dee, her beds striking his knees, he hurried 
down the stairs. Halfway, he snapped his head around, 
looking back at the bedroom doorway above him. It’s 
there, kill it there! He remonbered what he’d forgotten, 
- but it was already too late. The sound outside became 
footsteps on wood, then the screech of the screen door 
being flung open. 

He nearly fell across Carol’s body as he carried Dee 
down the last steps. Turning, he saw Jess’s silhouette 
filling the front doorway. It moved toward him, hands 
brushing aside the furniture. 

Braemer struck the edge of the kitchen doorway with 
his shoulder, then he was through and across the short 
distance to the back door. Clasping Dee to him with one 
hand,, he fumbled at the door’s chain lock with his 
other. It rattled in its catch but didn’t come free. 

“David.” The voice called from the other room as it 
approached, lower in pitch but still Renee’s voice. 

His fingers tugged the chain loose, and it swtmg 
rattling across the door. The night air rushed cold into 
his face as he ran outside with Dee. 

She began to stir in his arms, twisting a pain-flUed 
grimace against his chest tmd moaning. The child’s 
weight ached in his arms. He gave a quick glance back at 
the door and the unlit space inside, then sprinted around 
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the side of the house, toward the front. 

Jess was already there, vaulting over the wooden 
porch rail and landing catlike, cutting Braemer off from 
the car. 

“David—’’ Renee’s voice shouted after him, teasing, 
as he turned and ran across the yard. 

He fell with Dee in his arms and his shin caught a 
folding lawn chair unseen in the dark. Stumbling, he 
caught his balance and made his way to the straggling 
line of hedge that marked the yard’s limit. Shoulder 
first, he pushed through the clawing branches, tucking 
Dee’s face closer to himself to protect her. 

Renee’s laugh trailed after him in the darkness. 
“Daa-vid,’’ it called in a singsong child’s voice, Hiled 
with a cruel excitement. “I seee you.’’ The hedge’s 
tangled mesh rustled as the broad hands spread 
branches apart. 

Braemer crouched down, watching as the black-out* 
lined flgure slowly scanned the landscape, searching as 
if to pick up the scent of fear in its nostrils. He could 
almost see the teeth of its smile. “David,’’ it said. 
“Come on out. Let’s play.” 

A stand of dried weeds screened him as Braemer 
crept, hunched over, a few yards closer to the curving 
street. Dee moved in his arms, and he pressed her closer 
to him to still any sound from her. If he could just get to 
the street, without the other spotting him, he could 
work his way from hiding place to hiding place in the 
unfinished houses. Just to there, he thought, staring 
ahead. An open space separated him from the gray 
concrete line of the street curb. If he could get to there, 
he had a chance of getting to the first skeleton house, 
then the next, all the way out of the tract and down the 
hillside, to the lights of the road and the town beyond. 

He clenched his teeth against his own panting breath. 
The thing inside Jess came closer, turning from side to 


300 



side with each slow step. Braemer drew his muscles 
tighter, ready to burst from his crouch behind the weeds 
and run for the road when its face swung the other way. 

Its voiced sounded again, a sly whisper this time: “I 
know where you are.” 

For a moment Braemer was confused. The voice 
seemed closer than the silhouette of Jess in the weed- 
choked fleld. Then he looked down at the child in his 
arms, and saw the eyes staring up at him. “David,” said 
Renee with manic glee, its smile contorting Dee’s face. 
“Now I got you.” 

One small arm pulled free, swung and clubbed his 
face, catching him in the eye Like a sharp-edged rock. 
The pain and flash of light jolted his head back as he 
heard its laughter, from the thing clutched to his chest 
and the other shape standing yards away in darkness. 

He grabbed Dee’s arm and penned it against himself 
as he stood up and ran for the street. A glance over his 
shoulder showed Jess walking after him, weeds brushing 
his thighs. 

The thing inside Dee stretched its mouth close to 
Braemer’s ear as his feet struck the road’s asphalt. “I 
got you,” it whispered fiercely. “Because I’m here, and 
I’m in Jess, too. You can’t get away now.” 

His lungs were red sacks of Hre when he reached the 
nearest house: He scraped his back agdinst the bare two- 
by-four framework as he shouldered himself and Dee 
inside. He bent down, the child’k body tucked close 
against his, and stared back along the road. Jess stood 
between the curbs, the thing inside turning its head untU 
it faced directly at Braemer’s hiding place. Then it broke 
into a doglike lope, heading straight for him. 

“Here I come,” said the laughing voice inside Dee. 

Carol woke into pain, the taste of warm salt thick in 
her mouth. The shapes she could make out in the 
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darkened living room were doubled into ghost images of 
themselves. She got her hands beneath herself and 
pushed against the steps she lay crossways on, then felt 
back, all breath jerked from her in a scream as an iron- 
shaft twisted through her hip and into her spine. 

The edges of the fractured bone grated against each 
other as she lay wedged in the corner between the stairs 
and the wall. The red pulse faded slowly from her eyes 
as she panted for breath. 

She stayed where she was, letting the light from the 
bedroom at the top of the stairs fall across her as the 
jumble of her thoughts drew clearer. 

She’s not in me. The realization was like a boulder she 
managed to push away from her lungs. Renee’s not in 
me now. It was the flrst time the thoughts inside her 
head were only her own since—she knew now—the 
night she had gone down into the cellar and found the 
old photo album. She had thought that night had been 
all dreams and sleepwalking, but now it was clear it had 
been the first edge of Renee’s soul creeping inside her 
and taking control, bit by bit. 

Everything that happened since then—the meeting 
with David in the car, the luring him inside the house to 
find the old photograph her hands had propped up on 
the bedroom’s doorknob, the fight at the top of the 
stairs with Dee scrabbling at her neck—all that had 
played itself out as if on a screen just beyond the reach 
of her hands. She could only watch and listen to Renee’s 
laughter inside herself. All during the lies and playacting 
of her sister—her real sister, the one true thing that had 
come out of the darkness—she had wanted to scream 
out a warning to David, shout at him to take Dee and 
run as far as he could. But Renee’s words had gone on 
welling up in her mouth, masquerading as her own, her 
own face a mask to conceal the sharp-toothed grin of 
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the thing that had slid up along her spine and into her 
skuO. 

Carol’s breath slowed enough for her to listen to the 
house’s quiet. In the stillness the other sound of breath¬ 
ing came, the slow movement of air in the bedroom 
above her. 

She’s still alive. Carol tilted her head to look up at the 
light. She’s still up there. Alive. 

David and Dee were gone. The house was empty 
except for her and the sound of the breathing from the 
bedroom. Two sisters, half-sisters, enough of the 
poisoned blood between them. She could see the conut- 
withoed body twisting upon the bed, the unseen part 
reaching out to— Jess, thought Carol suddenly. She 
must be in him now. That’s why David didn’t go on and 
kill Renee. There wasn’t time. 

They were out there now, somewhere in the night. A 
man fleeing with a child, a thing with another’s soul 
behind him. 

There wasn’t time. Not while the thing upstairs was 
still alive. It had been inside her, and she knew what it 
wanted. Its hunger had been like a tooth-lined pit, dark 
enough to swallow everything that fell into it, until it 
had fed enough to come free of the rotting body it was 
shackled into. Then it could go on feeding forever. 

Carol rolled onto her hands again, trying to push her¬ 
self upright, but the pain that surged up from her shat¬ 
tered hip blinded her and left her gasping for breath, 
face pressed against the ridge of the stairs. 

Swallowing, she |%ached up and grasped the next 
higher step. She pulled herself toward it, trying 
to drag her unmoving legs behind herself. Her arms 
trembled with the effort before her hands gave way. She 
slid the rest of the distance to the floor, landing in 
another red wash that pulsed with her blood. 
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She opened her eyes as the pain faded. Above her, she 
could see the light shining from the open doorway. But I 
can’t reach her, she thought, the daze ebbing from her 
mind. She’s up there, but I can’t get to her. 

Slowly, as she gathered her breath into herself, a 
vision formed in her thoughts. A thing that could reach 
up into the bedroom and the body curled in its 
monstrous sleep there. A thing all heat and light in the 
darkness. 

She lay on the floor next to the kitchen doorway. 
Twisting her neck, sharp fingers jabbing into the base of 
her skull, she could see the counter with the sink, the 
two doors beneath it, the square shape of the metal can 
visible through the gap at the bottom. 

Again she looked up the stairs at the light from the 
bedroom. But it was Dee she thought of. Go ahead, she 
told herself, her own voice sounding old and broken 
inside. You’ve already lost her. Don’t let— 

She broke the thought off, leaving her sister’s name 
unvoiced. There wasn’t time. No time for anything but 
to begin crawling into the kitchen, her fingers digging 
into the floor, her legs dragging like steel hooks in her 
spine. 

When she was finally close enough, she reached and 
pulled open the doors beneath the sink. She dragged the 
can of charcoal lighter fluid sloshing toward herself. 
With the red wash battering against her sight, she inched 
back toward the stairway beyond the door. 

The sharp smell of the lighter fluid leaped into her 
face as she clawed the red plastic lid from the can. She 
tossed the opened can onto the stairs. It landed on its 
side a few steps up from her, gurgling as the fluid 
poured down the stairs and into a thin pool around her. 
The wet coldness seeped into her clothes, the vapor 
from it stinging her eyes. 

A dish towel hung from the refrigerator handle just 
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inside the kitchen doorway. She tugged it free, then 
crawled the couple of yards back toward the stove. The 
lighter fluid smeared a trail behind her. 

Clenching her teeth against the white fist tearing at 
the base of her spine, she reared up onto one elbow. 
With her other hand she clawed at the knobs on the 
front of the stove. One turned as her hand fell across it. 
A hiss of gas, then a blue rose flared up from the 
burner. 

Holding one end of the dish towel, she threw it up and 
across the flame. It smoldered, then black crept through 
the white fabric, bursting into yellow Hre. 

She dragged the towel from the burner and flung it, 
sparks falling across her, through the doorway. It 
landed on the bottom step, a tangle of crawling red in 
the darkness. Then the stairway surged with light. The 
pulse of warm air brushed against her face as the flames 
licked across the circle of lighter fluid around the base 
of the stairs. 

The wet trail burned across the floor toward her, then 
her damp clothes were fire against her skin. 

Through the doorway she could see the stairway’s old 
wood rippling with heat, the flames lapping up from 
one step to the next. The sofa near the rail’s bottom post 
charred, then black smoke ribboned with red vomited 
upward. The wallpaper beyond began to darken, the 
printed flowers withering with sudden age until a 
furious life sprung from them. 

Then she couldn’t breathe the burning air into her 
throat, and it was too bright to see any more. 

Inside the cage of the framework house, a pealing 
laugh sliced between the open rafters. The thing inside 
Dee rocked its head back, the tendons in the small neck 
working as the face strained back from its teeth. The 
eyes darted back to Braemer’s face, inches away. 
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“You stupid shit,’* the face beneath the diild’fi 
crooned, tasting its victory. The hands piiuied against^ 
his chest clawed toward his throat. “You can’t let go,; 
you can’t let go and run because you think you can save 
your little girl, but your little girl’s dead. 1 eat bad little 
girls and she was bad, she ran away from me and now 
it’s just me, it’s always me, it’ll always be me—^’’ The 
last words rose to a shridc that beat against his ears. 

In the middle of the house’s empty concrete floor 
Braemer twisted about, Renee’s voice tearing bloody 
into his head, the thing at his chest straining up to his 
face. “Shut up!’’ he shouted at it, clamping a hand over 
the child’s mouth, the fingers pressing white into her 
cheeks. He felt its teeth rip and meet in his palm. 

“David!’’ The voice cried from outside the wood 
framework. His head jerked around and he saw Jess 
clutching two of the wall uprights, leaning into the space 
between, his mouth moving as if tasting the blood 
drawling down Braemer’s wrist. 

Renee’s eyes in Jess’s face fastened on to his. She 
moved her brother’s body, one shoulder at a time, 
through the gap between the two-by-fours. The same 
shout came flom two throats as the thing inside Jess 
raised onto the balls of its feet, knotted its fists together, 
then clubbed them down and across Braemer’s head. 

He hit the concrete on the point of his elbow, a dull 
electric shock barely felt in the blank spreading over the 
side of his head. Dimly, he felt Dee’s arms and legs 
scramble away from him as he rolled helpl^ onto his 
back. 

A weight crushed into his chest. Through the dark¬ 
ness he could see Renee’s face rising into Jess’s above 
him. Its hands spread wide and grasped his head as if to 
squeeze it between them. 
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“Now,” whispered Renee’s voice. “Now you’ll 
know.” 

It rocked Braemer’s chin toward his chest, then 
cracked the back of his head against the concrete floor. 

In the red burst that sang across his eyes, Braemer 
could see Renee’s face twice, above him and in Dee’s 
face just past the reach of his outflung hand. Crouching 
on the child’s hands and knees like an animal, his blood 
running in lines down its chin, it stared eagerly as the 
hands slowly lifted his head again. ... 

The heat and gray layer of smoke seeped into the bed¬ 
room before the flames licked across the hallway floor. 
The thing on the bed didn’t stir, but sucked the thick¬ 
ening air into its lungs, the sightless face turned toward 
the ceiling no longer visible. 

Even before the line of black char crept through the 
bedroom’s carpet, the heat from below burst the thin 
curtains into flame. They twisted brilliant in the rush of 
air from the window as it shattered, the heavy curtain 
rod twisting free from the burning frame and striking 
the glass. 

The flames caught the edge of the bedsheet dangling 
to the burning floor. The thing on the bed didn’t move, 
already caught in its frozen writhing. 

Again bone against concrete, and Braemer felt the 
space around him expand on a sharp edge of black, then 
contract again to the face grinning above him. No more 
words came from its mouth, only a thin, excited 
mewing. 

Suddenly, that noise broke into rapid panting. The 
eyes widened, the mouth stretching open as if trying to 
draw in more air. 
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Trembling, the hands let go of Braemer’s head* 
Renee’s face stared around wildly at the skeleton room* 
searching for something. Then its hands dug clawing at; 
Jess’s face, as though trying to rip it open and let out the 
thing beneath. 

“Daddy!” He heard Dee’s scream, and through the 
dark wave surging with his pulse, saw her face, drained 
white, looking with horror at the scene before her. She 
fell forward from where she knelt, rolling onto her 
shoulder and reaching for his hand. 

The thing inside Jess reared back from Braemer’s 
chest, dark blood seeping from between the fingers 
clutched to its face. 

Its cry tore from its throat— 

The bed burst into flames. Under the charring 
blanket, the body’s muscles contracted, the heat 
drawing the last life from them. 

The close-cropped hair above the fleshed skull singed, 
crackling against the scalp. From the dark nostrils, the 
plastic tube melted in a red line across the sunken cheek, 
a line swallowed by the blood breaking through the 
skin. 

Bloodless lips drew back from the yellowed teeth. The 
face rising from beneath was a death’s-head, white bone 
breaking through charring flesh. 

—screamed and fell, its chest laboring for breath. No 
face, only the red hands shining wet. 

Braemer rolled onto his side, closer to where Dee lay, 
her face now pressed blank and unconscious against the 
concrete floor. 

The writhing thing arched its spine into a bow. Then 
its panting for breath was cut silent. The hands fell away 
from Jess’s tom face, and he collapsed, crumbling like 
blood-soaked clothing. 
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Braemer crawled toward him. With one hand he 
turned Jess’s face toward him. Dark red flowed from 
his mouth and nostrils, unstirred by any breath. 

Then he saw the orange light flickering over the dead 
face and his own hand upon it. He turned and saw, 
through the black lines of the framework house, the Hre 
in the distance, the flames leaping into the sky, curling 
around the gray funnel of smoke. 

He could hear the fire roaring, louder than any sound 
of breathing but his own and that of the child close by 
him. 
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AFTER 


In the morning light, the child walked down the road 
curving out of the low hills. A ten-year-old girl in a pair 
of jeans scraped and torn at the knees, her dark hair 
tangled and loose against her neck, striding purpose¬ 
fully. 

She reached the crossroad at the bottom of the hill 
and turned toward the freeway overpass. The gas 
station was on the other side of the nunbling weekend 
traffic. 

“Can you change this for me?” No cars at the pump 
yet—she had found the attendant in the office behind 
the cans of oil stacked into a pyramid in the window. 
She held out the crumpled $20 bill she had taken out of 
her father’s wallet. It was damp from the sweat of her 
hand in her pocket. 

The attendant was a straw-haired youth in a striped 
shirt, the company emblem on the pocket. “Sure,” he 
said, after glancing from the money to the girl. He led her 
out to the cash box by the pumps, unlocked it, and began 
sorting out smaller bills. 



“I need some quarters,** said the little girl. “I gotti 
-make a phone call.” 

“Here you go.” He folded the bills and laid them ifl 
her palm, weighting them with a stack of coins. 

She walked to the phone booth at the edge of the 
station’s lot. The empty Datsun was still parked there 
beside it. She pulled the booth’s door closed, reached 
up, and put the Hrst of the quarters in, then more when 
the operator told her to. 

The telephone at the other end rang only twice before 
it was picked up. “Hello?” came a woman’s voice. 

“Sarah?” The girl held the telephone close to her. 

“Dee-^” Sarah’s voice broke in amazement. “Dee, 
where are you?” 

“’S a gas station. Down by where I used to live.” 

Sarah’s words rushed together. “Is Dave-^s your 
daddy there with you?” 

“He’s hurt. You have to come get us.” 

“Jesus Christ, Okay. Okay, just tell me where you’re 
at.” 

Carefully, Dee explained the mazelike course through 
the tract. “The one on the comer,” she said finally. 
“We'U be in there.” 

“All right.” Sarah’s voice had fought itself calm. 
“Just stay where you told me. I’ll have to take a cab to n 
rental place, and get a car to come down there. But I’B 
be there as soon as I can. Okay?” 

“Okay,” said Dec. “See ya.” She put the phone back 
in its hook. 

Plenty of quarters left. She went to the vending 
machin e at the front of the station and got two cans of 
Coke, one for herself and one for her father. 

The attendant was stUl watching her from the offlce 
doorway. Clutching the two damp cans to her stomach, 
she went into the ladies room. In the white-tiled space. 
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she climbed up onto the sink, then dropped the cans 
through the window above before scrambling up and 
through it herself. She took a wide circle around the gas 
station before getting back to the road that went under 
the freeway. Then she ran. 

Her father’s face wets crossed with bars of light from 
the open wooden framework around him. He lay curled 
up on the dusty concrete floor. His head, the back of it 
all dark and matted sticky, rested on his arm. 

She flopped down beside him, tired from the long 
walk to and from the phone booth. Her T-shirt was wet 
from where she had carried the cans. She pulled one 
open and held it to her father’s lips. Most of it ran from 
his mouth onto the floor, then his eyelids fluttered. He 
gagged and coughed, turning his face to the concrete. 

A moment later, he turned his head to look at her. 
“Hi,” he said, smUing weakly. 

“Hi,” she said, gazing down at him, holding the can 
in her lap. 

He lifted his head, looking about at the framework of 
the unfinished house. It wasn’t the same one where 
Jess’s body lay. Dee had come to, cradled against his 
chest, as he had half carried, half dragged her farther 
away from the burning house, while the Hre-engine 
sirens had cut through the night Hlling the tract’s 
streets. Only when they had been safely hidden in this 
abandoned framework had her father finally collapsed. 
His eyes closed, as if he finally recognized where they 
were. 

Then he looked at Dee again. “She’s really dead,” he 
said quietly. “Isn’t she?” 

Dee nodded. “Yes.” She could feel it inside herself. 
The other thing was gone. 

The sunlight, warm and bright, slanted through the 
framework walls. Her father saw how tired she was. 
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Wincing, he pushed against the concrete with his hands; 
until he was sitting with his back against one of the up^ 
rights. “Come here,” he said. 

She curled against his side, and he held his jacket ovet 
her, shading her from the sun. They waited for Sarah to 
come and take them home. 
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Braemer knew something was wrong with his daughter. 
She still had that bright childhood light in her eyes. But 
then the light would disappear and somesinister 
power take its place - a dark, brooding force far beyond 
his own comprehension. 

From where the power emanated it was impossible to 
say. One thing Braemer was sure about — it didn't come 
from inside his Dee. It,^came from something both dead 
and alive. Something that was eating the soul of his 
d^ghter - and trying to kill him. 
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